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Abstract
This study uncovers the sources of motivation and perseverance which drove
valedictorians to relentlessly achieve to the highest degree throughout their educational careers.
These findings reveal factors which could positively affect lower ranking students. Hearing from
those who achieved academic success brings clarity to PK-12 educators regarding the most
effective strategies to boost struggling learners. A qualitative case study of 15 valedictorians
from the Midwestern United States involved learning how highest-ranking high school graduates
describe their PK-12 experiences and achievement story. Interviews with valedictorians provided
an in-depth look at how their experiences affected class rank. Factors in their journey which
proved most influential to their success highlight the need for change in our schools. Exploring
experiences from valedictorians with various demographics provided insights regarding home
life, school, and peers. This study revealed mindsets of each student along with habits and
priorities.
The findings of this research uncovered the influences in the lives of valedictorians
including families, teachers, schools, and peers. Additionally, faith and significant artifacts
shaped their lives, both personally and academically. These influences lead to the development
of personal qualities. Personal qualities significant to valedictorians’ success were extensive. The
mindset, ability to manage time, and personality type all influenced the students’ achievements.
Attitude, confidence, and habits also played a role in their success.
The findings revealed adversities which valedictorians were subject to throughout their
educational experiences. These adversities, as varied as the difficulties all students face, ranged
from peer suicide to broken families, a pandemic, and mobility. Through all these issues,
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students used the resources of their influencers as well as the personal qualities they developed to
work through and overcome the adversities they faced.
Based on the analysis of these findings, recommendations for families and schools, and
communities focused on building robust supports for students. In addition, teaching strong
personal qualities at a young age promotes a healthy mindset. Finally, teaching students to
balance life as a life-long skill ensures success beyond high school.

Key words: valedictorians, honor students, achievement, student success, academics, healthy
student habits
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Research Issue
High academic achievement is sought by high school students all over the country
(Thelin, 2019). The highest achievement is the honor of valedictorian. The title of valedictorian
is given to students with the highest GPA (Lang, 2007). Each of these children must possess a
driving energy which perseveres through the difficulties of life and motivates the child to deliver
nothing short of excellent work each day. These highly successful students walk the same
hallways as students who struggle to produce enough evidence of learning to earn a passing
grade.
Each day, about 7,000 teens drop out of high school throughout the United States and that
number increases each year (Rumberger, 2011). The inequities in the educational system are
evidenced by a national gap in achievement between our most successful and least successful
students. Byrd (2012) found school administrators blame lack of parent involvement, parents’
level of education, and environmental factors for the rising achievement gap. However, blame
will not move anyone forward in the fight against those inequities causing gaps in educational
systems. Instead, it is critical to look for solutions which give youth a fighting chance at success.
This study uncovers the sources of motivation and perseverance which drive top students
to relentlessly achieve to the highest degree throughout their educational careers. These findings
reveal factors which could positively affect lower ranking students. Hearing from those who
have found academic success brings clarity to PK-12 educators regarding the most effective
strategies to boost struggling learners. As a teacher, parent, and student, who at a young age
struggled in the educational system, I feel compelled to find ways to improve that system.
Asking valedictorians about factors which contributed to their success is a good place to start.
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Statement of the Problem, Purpose, and Significance
Statement of the Problem
Despite efforts made to raise the graduation rate in PK-12 education, minimal gains have
been made (U.S. Department of Education, 2015). “In school year 2016–17, the adjusted cohort
graduation rate (ACGR) for public high school students (across the country) was 85 percent”
(Ricker, 2019). In my urban hometown district, of Minneapolis, the graduation rate in 2017 was
66% (Board of Education, 2018). This problem has negatively affected our youth and
community wellbeing. Looking just at the class of 2015, if we were able to increase the
graduation rate by roughly 17%, this class alone would have collectively earned an additional
$3.1 billion every year (Wise, 2018). That money would add to the economy creating more jobs
for others (Wise, 2018). Deaton (2002) explained that just by adding one additional year of
education to a typical consumer the mortality rate would be reduced by roughly eight percent.
The additional earnings from that same added year of education would have increased the
individual’s earnings by another eight percent (Deaton, 2002). For the health, wellbeing, and
longevity of our community, this statement makes it imperative that we focus on continued
enrollment and passing grades through graduation of our high school students. High school
graduation rates are negatively impacted by many factors including apathy toward education,
pregnancy, the need to provide for family, and lack of success (Bradley, 2020). There are,
however, students who are highly successful when it comes to school. Those students persevere
through difficult times and maintain excellent grades. This study which investigated
valedictorian’s educational stories uncovered common factors in the experiences of top students.
Those common factors—if emphasized by school leadership—may contribute to improving
student learning success and, eventually, school graduation rates.
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Purpose
This case study investigated the common characteristics and experiences of students who
graduated with the honor of valedictorian in order to possibly incorporate those factors into the
educational experiences for all. Hearing from the students themselves exposed true feelings
about personal perspectives on education and what drove children to persevere while maintaining
high expectations for self, even through difficult times. I revealed information which uncovered
new insights about how teachers and districts can better prepare students for success. These
insights included relationships formed with teachers, academic strategies, or specific curriculum
which had a lasting effect on high achieving students.
Significance of the Study
The significance of this study is four-fold. First, the studies I encountered and read lead
me to believe researchers have conducted few studies on this topic. Arnold’s (1993) study in the
1980s of what becomes of valedictorians after graduation is the most related and most
comprehensive. Second, there is much to learn from these highly successful students. Schools
may use this study to improve the learning experiences for all students. These improved
experiences may lead to a higher graduation rate. Increasing the graduation rate is significant to
the field of education since it helps to define the success of our students and the success of our
nation’s schools. Third, our nation benefits from increased graduation rates. The Alliance for
Excellent Education (2013) indicated a strong link between high crime rates and low graduation
rates. According to a 2013 report from the Alliance for Excellent Education, the national annual
savings in crime costs could be as much as $18.5 billion if graduation rates would increase by
five percentage points for students who are boys. Fourth, Robinson (2008) agreed and stated a
diploma or GED is essential for typical consumers to move from the poverty level to the middle-
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class. Learning from our top students about their success may assist K-12 teachers in creating
similar experiences for lower achieving students.
Research studies told how low graduation rates affect the economy and community
(Deaton, 2002; Wise, 2018). Other studies have located predictors of dropout students
(Robinson, 2017). Still, other theories suggested how to raise the graduation rate (Mangan,
2012). This qualitative study ascertained information from students themselves. Hearing from
students gave the inside scoop on the aspects of the students’ experiences which drove students
through difficult times and kept the goal of graduation at the low end of self-expectations.
This research reveals insight from the highest performing students who maintained a
perfect GPA throughout four years is significant. These students never faltered. Even through
trying times, they could not have entertained a low grade or decided to “get by” with an average
test score. Instead, determination to always expect the most from themselves prevailed over all
obstacles.
Research Question
I adopted the following questions to conduct my study: How do top high school
graduates—also known as valedictorians—in the Midwestern United States describe their
educational journey and achievement story? and What factors experienced in PK-12 learning
environments proved most influential to their success?
The purpose in asking these questions was to learn from academically excellent students
about their experiences. The first question was designed to uncover common experiences among
the top graduates. The most successful students had insights about the experiences which were
most influential in their academic success. These insights revealed new information about
instilling perseverance and promoting success in the rest of our PK-12 students.
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The second research question targets additional elements integral in student success.
These factors included relationships, personal traits, and other variables which promoted
academic achievement. Piecing together a clear picture of the most common empirical academic
activities that promoted success in valedictorian students is helpful to educators in increasing
achievement for all students.
Definition of Terms
Achievement Gap: “Any significant and persistent disparity in academic performance or
educational attainment between different groups of students” (Edglossary.org, n.d.).
Adjusted Cohort Graduation Rate (ACGR): “The number of high school students who
graduate in four years with a regular high school diploma. This number is adjusted for
school transfers, those who leave the United States or die. An additional adjustment is
made for students who transfer into U.S. schools after ninth grade” (Educationdata.org,
n.d.).
Demographics: “A demographic is a subset of a population that shares a common factor
such as age, income or education level” (WhatIs, n.d.).
Drop Out: “To stop going to school before finishing the course of instruction”
(Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). In this study, drop out refers to students who leave school
before acquiring a diploma.
Ego-Extension: The feeling that other people will be proud of one’s accomplishments or
saddened by one’s failures (Schlossberg, 1989, p. 4).
Ethnicity: Belonging to a group of people with similar cultural traditions.
Gifted and Talented: The top 10% of students on measures of ability and performance
(Gagne, 2013).
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Grade Point Average (GPA): This number represents the grade a student achieves
across all classes. GPAs are usually calculated from grade 9 through 12. On a scale of
0.0-4.0, 4.0 being a perfect score, student grades are given a numeric value based on the
performance in each class. These values are added together and divided by the number of
grades awarded to indicate a student’s grade point average (Edglossary.org, 2013).
Graduation Rate: “As defined in 34 C.F.R. §200.19(b)(1)(i)-(iv), the four-year adjusted
cohort graduation rate is the number of students who graduate in four years with a regular
high school diploma divided by the number of students who form the adjusted cohort for
the graduating class. From the beginning of 9th grade, students who are entering that
grade for the first time form a cohort that is subsequently “adjusted” by adding any
students who transfer into the cohort later during the 9th grade and the next three years
and subtracting any students who transfer out, emigrate to another country, or die during
that same period” (Florida Department of Education, 2018).
Imposter Syndrome: “The persistent inability to believe that one’s success is deserved
or has been legitimately achieved as a result of one’s own efforts or skills” (Oxford
Languages, n.d.).
Metacognition: “Thinking about thinking” (Costa & Kallick, 2000, p. 26).
Newcomer: People who have moved to the United States of America within the past
year. Newcomers may be unfamiliar with the language and culture of their new
surroundings.
Personal Qualities: Characteristics that define how a person approaches life situations.
Rigor: Academically challenging.2
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Underachievement: A discrepancy between a student’s ability and performance in
school.
Valedictorian: Students who achieve the highest GPAs in their graduating class
(Cambridge, n.d.).
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE
I conducted a review of literature to uncover current research related to my research
questions. Scholars across the country agreed the primary goals of the educational system
include helping students to reach their full potential as well as giving students the tools they need
to be productive members of society (Hess & Meeks, 2010; National Education Association,
2006). Some students leave the educational system who have reached a high potential and
portray the use of such tools well, while others do not. I started my review of literature by
uncovering the history of the valedictorian honor. I included literature on student success and
academic rigor as well as underachieving students who are not working to their full capacity.
These students could potentially benefit from the findings of this research. In addition, I
reviewed literature regarding valedictorians and high school graduation rates including the
economic implications of low graduation rates in the United States. Figure 1 outlines the process
in which I began the research for this review of literature. This figure includes the number of
research articles and how the search narrowed to include only the most relevant findings.
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Figure 1
Review of Literature Process
Records identified
through CLIC
n= 6,390,322

Keywords: Valedictorian, student achievement, academic rigor,
honor students, underachievement, academic success

Records after limiters:
n= 39,419

Articles excluded based on limiters:
• Academic journals
• Peer Reviewed
• 1990 - current
Screened Articles:
n= 23,256

Screened titles for
usability. Main exclusion
reasons:
availability of text
cost of text
Studies included in
literature review:
n= 83

I used the above search terms to locate research pertaining to this study. Because of the
small amount of research that literature provided on valedictorians, I used wide research terms
such as first valedictorians and high school valedictorians. I utilized more specific terms for
student success and academic rigor as well as underachieving students and high school
graduation rates. In Figure 2 below, the combination of terms is established for each topic. After
investigating such search terms—first valedictorians, K-12 education and student success,
literature revealed the following topics—the history of valedictorians, student success and
academic rigor, underachieving students, valedictorians, high school graduation rates, as well as
the economic implications of the graduation rate (see Figure 2).
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Table 1
Combination of Terms
Topic

Search Terms

History of Valedictorians

First Valedictorians, history of valedictorians

Student Success and Academic Rigor

K – 12 Education and Student Achievement
K – 12 Education and Rigor
K – 12 Education and Academics
K – 12 Education and Underachievement

Underachieving Students
Valedictorians

High School Graduation Rates and
Economic Implications

High School and Valedictorians
High School and Honor Students
High School and Academic Success
K – 12 Education and Graduation Rates
K – 12 Education and Economic Affects

The History of the Valedictorian Honor
Successful students live in every community throughout the United States, and the
highest academic achievers are often honored with the title of valedictorian. This honor dates
back to 1772 (Thelin, 2019). In that year, at the college of William and Mary, the governor of
Virginia, Lord Botetourt, offered a prize for the most skilled Latin writer. Selected by the college
president and faculty, the student with the best composition and oratory was given a gold
medallion and named valedictorian (Thelin, 2019). This honored student was to give a farewell
speech during the graduation commencement.
By 1920, high schools all over the United States had adopted the practice of honoring the
student with the highest GPA as valedictorian. Since valedictorian came from the Latin word
valedicere, meaning “to say good-bye,” the valedictorian was honored with the opportunity to
give a good-bye speech at the final gathering of each senior class (Thelin, 2019). This is an
honor passed down since the first valedictorian was named in 1772.
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High academic grades were not always revered. In the early 1900s, mediocracy was the
aim for most students (Thelin, 2019). In those days, a grade of “C” was considered appropriate
for all students. The grade of “A” was a topic of scorn while students boasted about lower grades
(Thelin, 2019). Looking forward at attitudes toward grades today, the honor of valedictorian is
not only admired, but also often comes with academic scholarships. Some students have received
over a million dollars in scholarship funds (Andrusko, 2019). A recent graduate in North
Memphis, Tennessee was the first to earn scholarships of this amount (Andrusko, 2019).
The United States continues to experience new first-time events regarding the honor of
valedictorian. As recently as 2014, a high school in Queens, New York announced its first
African American valedictorian recipient (Watkins, 2014). In 2020, Princeton University named
its first African American student with the honor of valedictorian (Tucker, 2020).
Student Success and Academic Rigor
The second theme that emerged from my review of literature was student success and
academic rigor. The honor of valedictorian may encourage the most competitive students, but it
must be tied to rigorous curriculum to support student learning. Sapp (2006) suggested the
concept of student support along with rigorous curriculum can improve the odds to not only
graduate high school, but also successfully navigate collegiate academics. The Pathways to
College Network (2020) indicated all students, regardless of ethnicity, income level, or disability
status, need to complete a rigorous high school education to equip themselves for adult life in the
workforce and as a consumer. The National Center on Scaling Up Effective Schools identified
another factor, increased student responsibility, as a key component for student success (Cannata
et al., 2013). According to Cannata et al. (2013), students “personally invested in their education
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and committed to understanding the work” have higher probability for graduating and
contributing to society.
Characteristics of high achieving students include having adults in their lives who are
supportive (Reis et al., 2004). Highly successful students build a support group of other highly
successful peers. Students with high achievement act on opportunities to enroll in high level
classes (Reis et al., 2004). Honor students often participate in many extra-curricular activities
throughout the calendar year. Top students have a sense of self-confidence (Reis et al., 2004).
These students develop excellent coping skills to get themselves through tough times.
Underachieving Students
Some of the students who do not graduate or fair as well in school as they could, fall into
the category of underachievers. Underachievers are students who show a discrepancy between
their ability and performance in school (Cavilla, 2015; Colorado Department of Education, n.d.).
Matthews and McBee (2007) suggested as much as 10% of students may be considered
underachievers. Factors that may influence underachievement include: Culture, socio-economic
status, environmental influences, and motivation (Cavilla, 2015). Reis and McCoach (2000)
suggested there are common characteristics which are evident in many underachieving students.
These traits include perceiving themselves as low academic achievers (Cavilla, 2015). Their
attitude and thoughts regarding school, teachers, and classes are generally negative (Cavilla,
2015). These students possess minimal motivation. Underachievers lack self-regulation and
validation of goals (Cavilla, 2015). In contrast, McCoach and Siegle (2003) found gifted
underachievers possessed the same high self-perception regarding academics higher achieving
students described. Anindya Kundu (2017) added both grit and agency may be the essential
elements of turning underachievers into achievers.
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Wyner et al. (2009) indicated low-income, high achieving students have a greater
incidence of losing their high achieving designation than their middle- and high-income
counterparts. These students are our most valuable untapped resources. In a real democracy, the
future of a child should not be pre-determined by where they live, their parent’s income level, or
where they go to school (Kundu, 2017). The consequences of this opportunity gap are many.
Regarding our national economy, we have lost a potential $500 billion between the years
of 1998 and 2008 in Gross Domestic Product which deprived our economy of $2.3 trillion in
economic output (Kundu, 2017). Taking a more individual look, Dr. Kundu (2017) described
two different tracks in which students were sorted; one track led to college while the other led to
juvenile detention. Many of the children he witnessed in the detention centers were Black and
Brown fifth through tenth graders. Some of those children had been repeat offenders landing
them in detention fourteen times within their fifteen years of life.
Wyner et al. (2009) suggested that educators need to find new policies and incentives for
lower income students to achieve at higher levels. In addition, these educators should find and
implement strategies to maintain students who are labeled advanced learners (Wyner et al.,
2009). This is especially imperative for the low-income, high-achieving population of students
because these students lose ground during their K-12 years at a higher rate than any other group
of students (Wyner et al., 2009). Through extensive observation, Cavilla (2015) concluded,
“students were more effective at instituting change in their lives once they had fully accepted and
embraced that they were … underachieving” (para. 1). This conclusion may speak to the
motivation of underachieving students. This research addressed the issues that can be affected
through educational institutions such as motivation.
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Rumberger (2011) considered high school dropout a consequence of other issues which
originate earlier in the life of a child. Rumberger identified several factors which theorists
believe contribute to high school dropout. All the theorists, which Rumberger reviewed, named
educational engagement and social bonding as top issues contributing to student success and
therefore a lack of these factors pose a risk for students to leave school prior to graduation.
Educational engagement includes motivating goals, learning process and curriculum
(Rumberger, 2011). Social bonding is characterized by connection to adults and peers,
commitment to school norms, involvement in school activities, and belief in the efficacy and
legitimacy of the institution. Other factors mentioned include socially deviant behaviors and
family attitudes (Rumberger, 2011).
Valedictorians
As a result, students who embrace the challenges of achievement may be able to compete
for the honor of valedictorian. Valedictorians and all gifted children share but one characteristic,
their giftedness (Robinson, 2008). Beyond that, gifted children are as diverse as the rest of the
population. Their differences span across ethnicity, socio-economic status, family make up,
experiences and their own creative powers (Robinson, 2008). Valedictorians, as a subgroup of
these gifted children, share a few more characteristics. High-performing students, such as
valedictorians, tend to have at least one supportive adult in their lives (Reis et al., 2004). In
addition, highly successful students tend to build a network of other highly successful students as
a support group (Reis et al., 2004). The most successful students have opportunities to enroll in
high-level classes. Honor students often participate in many extra-curricular activities throughout
the calendar year. These top students tend to display a sense of self-confidence (Reis et al.,
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2004). Finally, these students develop excellent coping skills to deal with the everyday
difficulties of life.
Although many are deserving of the title, the deciding factors regarding who will be
honored with the valedictorian title vary from school-to-school. Weighted and unweighted
grades as well as academic rigor of classes may or may not be considered in schools’ equations
for determining honors, leaving an inequitable honor status between schools (Lang, 2007). Lang
(2007) explained some schools do not consider grades from less academic classes like physical
education and driver’s education while others use every class a student takes when determining
class rank. Lang (2007) also described the wide variance in how schools assign the honor of
valedictorian. Some schools may assign the honor to only one student, while other schools allow
any student who has met the criteria to achieve the honor of valedictorian (Lang, 2007). In some
cases, 40-50 students may earn this distinction.
However, today many districts are looking at doing away with class rank and honors such
as valedictorian. Districts cite reasons such as ruthless competition as an unhealthy behavior for
the movement in dropping honors (Thelin, 2019). In addition, Thelin (2019) explained
emphasizing competition in education can lead to problems in learning measurements. Some
school districts find themselves amid lawsuits over which high-ranking student carries the title of
number one in the school (Baker, 2020). All these issues, along with many more, have convinced
some that awarding honors and class rank should not continue (Thelin, 2019).
Despite these inconsistencies, a closer look at valedictorians suggests these students are
similar in many ways to typical students. In a 10-year study on these youth, Arnold (1993) found
these top scoring students did not live free of the issues that others face. Valedictorians suffered
from low self-esteem, fear of failure, and emotional ups and downs. Schuman (2006) concurred
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it might be easy to view all honors students as having well-balanced, well-rounded lives.
However, valedictorian students incur the same life issues as the rest of the population.
One case in point included Boston schools. Although throughout the United States, 95%
of valedictorians graduate with a bachelor’s degree (McMullin, 2018), that was not the case in
Boston. The Boston Globe (2019) tracked 95 of the 113 valedictorians who graduated from
Boston schools in the years 2005–2007 (Moskowitz & Gay, 2019). Of those valedictorians, a
quarter did not complete their college degree within six years of high school graduation
(Moskowitz & Gay, 2019). The reasons cited for leaving college included: Loss of scholarship
and other financial hardships, homelessness, unexpected pregnancies, imprisonment, and even
death (Moskowitz & Gay, 2019). In contrast, valedictorians in suburbs of Boston more closely
matched the national average for valedictorian college completion. However, Boston
valedictorians, still reported being better off than their parents and had few complaints
(Moskowitz & Gay, 2019).
Studies conducted about valedictorians reveal gender differences in their college and
career choices. Considering students’ aptitude, York (2008) found no differences statistically
significant between genders. However, more boy valedictorians were interested in pursuing
careers in math, computer sciences, and engineering while more girls expressed interest in
humanities and social sciences (York, 2008). No gender differences were expressed in the majors
of sciences, education, business, accounting, or economics or in the group of students whose
interests were undecided (York, 2008). Valedictorians from both sexes leaned toward majors in
sciences over business or education (York, 2008).
York’s (2008) research also revealed, on average, girl high school valedictorians chose
less selective colleges than their boy counterparts. The difference between boy and girl
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valedictorians decreased as their SAT scores increased. This statistic is significant because the
choice of a less selective college could adversely affect future income.
High school valedictorians are faced with many of the same difficulties as lower
achieving students (Munoz Robles & Munoz Robles, 2015). One case in point was at set of twins
who were co-valedictorians of their high school. The Munoz-Robles twins were also
undocumented immigrants (Munoz Robles & Munoz Robles, 2015). This fact threatened their
ability to continue their education. Fortunately, they received Deferred Access for Childhood
Arrivals (DACA) status and were welcomed at the University of Notre Dame (Munoz Robles &
Munoz Robles, 2015).
Knowing valedictorian students are not exempt from the difficulties many typical
students face, there is a clear need to understand how top students continue to persevere to high
rates of success. Uncovering some common factors between valedictorians helps lower achieving
students to rise to the challenge of academics, therefore raising the national high school
graduation rates.
High School Graduation Rates
Although graduation rates are currently increasing in the US (Gewertz, 2019), we can
still learn from valedictorians to further improve those graduation numbers. The 2018 national
graduation rate was 85% (Ricker, 2019). This created a steady incline of graduates. GradNation
(2019) suggested a 90% graduation rate by the year 2020 so though significant gains can be
observed, we have not yet met this goal. Some researchers worry this rise in diploma acquisition
is due to quick and easy catch-up courses rather than rigorous classes (Gewertz, 2019). In
addition, GradNation (2019) reported minority and low-income students continue to graduate at
a much lower rate than their affluent, White counterparts. The National Center for Education
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Statistics (2021) reported Hispanic students graduated at a rate of 81%, Black students at 79%,
and Native students at 74%. Comparatively, Asian student’s graduation rate was 92% and White
students graduate at 89%. Reviewing these numbers revealed a continuing disparity between
cultural groups.
Economic Implications
In addition, the rate of graduation for all student is important not only for the students and
their future endeavors, but also for the national economy (Wise, 2018). “Low educational
achievement leads to lowered economic prospects later in life, perpetuating a lack of social
mobility across generations” (Garcia & Weiss, 2017, p. 1). In 2012, the unemployment rate for
high school graduates was almost 5% lower than people who had dropped out of high school
(Robertson et al., 2012). College graduates faired even better at an unemployment rate of 9%
lower than children who had dropped out (Robertson et al., 2012). Wise (2018) projected
increasing the graduation rate by just 7% would cause a US economic growth of $5.7 billion and
an estimated 14,000 new job created. Jacobson (2018) added health, criminal activities, and
income all correlated to graduation rates. Learning from highly successful students,
valedictorians, may increase graduation rates and therefore have a positive effect on our national
economy.
Gap in the Literature Review
Although there are clear indications of the value in higher graduation rates and the
economic implications of those diplomas, there are significant limitations in the research. In the
following paragraph, I highlight the limitations on the research conducted around valedictorians,
specifically the ethnic breakdown of valedictorians in the past five years.
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In the late 1980s, Arnold (1993) conducted a longitudinal study on valedictorians to
follow them into college and find out how they fared in the work world. Arnold’s work related to
their endeavors after graduation but had no interest in their academic lives prior to high school
graduation. There were very few studies conducted before or after this work exclusively on
valedictorians. In addition, research on the ethnic backgrounds of valedictorians across the
country has not been collected. There are no case studies regarding the common experiences of
valedictorians from which K-12 districts can draw information. Relevant information could
include what students felt were the most important aspects of their academic drive. Scholars have
not devoted enough time or attention to this topic.
Theoretical Frameworks
Theories are “an orderly, integrated set of statements that describes and predicts
behavior” (Costley, 2006, pp. 1–2). Theories provide a lens from which to view research. In light
of my research questions, I analyzed my research using Gloria Ladson-Billing’s (1995) theory of
culturally relevant pedagogy, Schlossberg’s (1989) theory of marginality and mattering, and
Costa and Kallick’s (2000) theory, habits of mind.
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
The first theory I researched was Ladson-Billings’ (1995) Culturally Relevant Pedagogy.
Ladson-Billings specifically researched aspects of teaching which would benefit African
American students; however, culturally relevant pedagogy applies to the success of all students.
There are three tenets, “the conceptions of self and others, social relations, concepts of
knowledge” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 478). Conceptions of self and others fell squarely on the
teachers. Educators must believe every learner is capable of success (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
These educators viewed their craft as more than a job, but a continuous form of art. Of the
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educators identified, most lived in or fed into the community around the school (Ladson-Billings,
1995). Teachers went out of their way to shop in the community and take care of the
neighborhoods. In that respect, each educator viewed their teaching position as giving back to the
community surrounding the school. Finally, teachers did not approach teaching as dumping
information into students, but rather pulling knowledge out of children (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
Social relations include cooperative learning, student and teacher connection, and
creating a classroom community for collaborative learning (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Cooperative
learning can be across grade levels but must also include heterogeneous groupings within the
class. These are groups of students who vary in current ability levels. The relationship between
teacher and student is paramount for a trust connection. Hammond (2015) devoted an entire
chapter to establishing an alliance between teacher and student. Hammond (2015) explained the
culturally relevant teacher promotes all students as leaders. Instead of competitive or individual
achievement goals, the focus should be on students helping each other to achieve a high-level of
academic success for the whole class.
Conceptions of knowledge pertains to how educators view knowledge. Culturally
relevant teachers believe knowledge is constructed and must be shared while a critical view of
that knowledge is always used as a filter (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Teachers need to show passion
about learning while scaffolding information for students. When assessing, educators should
present options for evidence of understanding. All students should be considered experts at
something and therefore enter the learning environment as worthy of peer attention (LadsonBillings, 1995).
The mindsets described in culturally relevant pedagogy may contribute to student success
and is therefore relevant to this research. Teachers invested in the lives and communities of their
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students send a message to both students and families that they care. When students feel cared
for and connected to adults in the educational setting, they may be more willing to put effort into
their academic performance. Likewise, cooperative learning may promote student success
through enjoyment and learning from others. When students enjoy their learning environment
and find success in learning through cooperation with others, they may be more invested in their
education. While interviewing valedictorians and watching valedictorian speeches, I listened
carefully for any connections between the experiences of the students and the tenets of culturally
relevant pedagogy.
Marginality and Mattering
Schlossberg’s (1989) Theory of Marginality and Mattering was the second theory I
connected to this research. Schlossberg (1989) identified marginality and mattering as antonyms
of each other. Marginality points to people in all stages of life who feel unwanted or unnoticed.
Marginality can be a temporary or permanent state of mind. Temporary marginality often occurs
in transitional phases of life prior to established relationships in a new setting. Moving to a new
town, switching schools, and families going through divorce are all potential scenarios for
temporary marginalization (Schlossberg, 1989). Permanent marginality occurs when a person
feels the pull of two different domains of life and cannot commit to one and reject the other. A
person identifying with two different cultures may feel permanently marginalized (Schlossberg,
1989). This is especially apparent when one of the cultures is considered invisible or less than
the dominant culture in that region. This may shed light on the disparity of graduation rates
between ethnic groups. The National Center for Education Statistics reports that Hispanic
students graduated at a rate of 81%, Black students at 79% and Native students at 74% (Ricker,
2019). Asia students graduated at a rate of 92% and White students at 89% (Ricker, 2019). With
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the exception of Asian American students, whose culture may align more closely with White
American school objectives, the minority groups mentioned graduated at a significantly lower
rate. Perhaps they are in a state of permanent marginalization.
Mattering indicates we believe we matter to at least one other person (Schlossberg,
1989). This belief drives our actions. Schlossberg (1989) indicated five dimensions of mattering:
“attention, importance, ego-extension, dependence and appreciation” (para. 19). Each of these
dimensions are addressed in the following paragraphs.
Attention simply referred to the act of being noticed (Schlossberg, 1989). Walking into a
room of people who do not know you will often bring a feeling of lacking attention. When
people are not noticed, they do not feel cared for or connected. Perhaps this connection promotes
good feelings toward school allowing top students to excel.
Importance is a feeling that someone cares enough to be concerned about one’s fate
(Schlossberg, 1989). This, however, does not mean there is agreement with or approval of the
person who provides care. The simple act of caring about one’s wellbeing satisfies one’s need for
importance. Perhaps if more students felt there was someone in the school who made them feel
important, they might be driven to finish their high school requirements and graduate.
Ego-extension referred to a distinct connection between people (Schlossberg, 1989).
When others feel proud for an accomplishment or sad about failures, individuals have an egoextension relationship (Schlossberg, 1989). This connection between individuals and a teacher or
another individual connected to the school may help a student feel they matter enough to put
forth the effort needed to excel.
Dependence was described as one’s dependence on others as well as others’ dependence
on them (Schlossberg, 1989). In either case, a need is created and satisfied only by one other
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individual. That need creates a dependent situation in which a person feels they matter. The
feeling a student experiences when they understand someone depends on them or that they can
depend on someone related to the school, causes development of a connection which drives
student effort. Schlossberg (1989) described a student who notoriously skipped class but always
made it to play practice after school. When questioned, the student made it clear the cast of the
play needed the student. Conversely, dependence can be an overbearing feeling when the need of
another is too great for an individual to handle. This may be a contributing factor to the rate at
which students drop out of high school.
Appreciation is a verbal or physical indication of a positive contribution from an
individual (Schlossberg, 1989). This is especially evident when two people contribute to a
situation or person’s need but only one gains recognition. The subsequent person may feel very
unappreciated in the face of their counterpart receiving recognition. When an individual is
acknowledged for a contribution, they feel appreciated. The feeling of appreciation leads to the
distinction of mattering. Perhaps feeling appreciated adds one more cord to tie students to school
and the understanding that each individual matters. The caveat is to ensure each student who
contributed is recognized and feels appreciated.
The theory of marginality and mattering may have strong ties to student success. Feeling
noticed, important to others, connected, needed, and appreciated all promote a positive alliance
or tie to people at the school. This positive alliance or feeling of acceptance in the school space
may be a necessary part of student achievement. These dimensions of mattering will be a
common thread between valedictorians. Since valedictorians named these dimensions as
essential to their success, educators can see it is imperative for the success of other students as
well.
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Habits of Mind
Costa and Kallick’s (2000) theory, habits of mind, was the final theory I explored. In this
theory, the authors identify 16 habits successful people exhibited. The metacognition of this
theory can lead to more fully understanding how individual’s brains respond to their
environment. Costa and Kallick (2000) described habits of mind as, “broad, enduring,
and essential lifespan learnings” (p. 98). In an ever changing and therefore chaotic
world, these 16 habits serve to develop thoughtfulness, cooperation, and compassion
in students of all ages (Costa & Kallick, 2008). Costa and Kallick (2008)
acknowledged these 16 habits are not an all-encompassing set of characteristics. Rather,
they believe, in time, other habits should be added to their list. The following are the 16 habits
identified by Costa and Kallick (2008).
1. Persisting: Focusing on a task through all distractions to completion. Persistent people
“are able to analyze a problem … develop a system, structure, or strategy to attack it”
(p. 22). They have a toolbox full of strategies to use. If one fails, they can easily
switch to another until the job is complete.
2. Managing impulsivity: Calm and deliberate thought before action. Someone who
manages impulsivity well would examine a problem before attacking it. This person
examines all possible scenarios for solving the problem. They would have a clear plan
which fits into any given direction, as well as goals for completion, prior to
embarking on the project. Consideration would be given to any consequences of each
strategy or direction taken. “They decrease their need for trial and error by gathering
information, taking time to reflect on an answer before giving it, making sure they
understand directions, and listening to alternative points of view” (p. 23).
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3. Listening with understanding and empathy: Suspend thoughts temporarily to spend
time and energy in understanding the perspective and ideas of another person. A good
listener uncovers cues found in words and body language to accurately comprehend
the thoughts, feelings, and understandings of a speaker. Good listeners hold back
judgements to fully empathize with the perspective of another. They may ultimately
disagree but end a conversation with a complete view of the speaker’s position.
4. Thinking flexibly: Look at a situation from many points of view. Consider alternate
options. People who are flexible thinkers are in control of their thoughts. “Their
minds are open to change based on additional information, new data, or even
reasoning that contradicts their beliefs (p. 25). Flexible thinkers can change their
thoughts between a macro approach and a micro approach, easily. They consider
multiple sources of information and predict consequences.
5. Thinking about thinking (metacognition): An effective thinker is aware of their
thought process and perspectives. They consider how their thinking affects others. A
person practicing this habit would approach a problem with a plan, strategy and goal.
This person would monitor the process and make changes as needed. After the goal is
reached, they would take the time to reflect on their practices and consider
improvements to be made in the future regarding their practices and thinking.
6. Striving for accuracy: A person with this habit has a goal of truth and reliable
accuracy. They review the rules, look for models to follow, and affirm the finished
product matches all the criteria given. Striving for accuracy means taking pride in
their work as they monitor for fidelity. This may mean reworking a problem several
times.
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7. Questioning and posing problems: Effective thinkers are on the look-out for problems
to solve by asking questions, brainstorming data needed to solve the problem, and
then implementing strategies to acquire that data. They ask questions of themselves
and others striving to fill the void between their current knowledge and the unknown.
People practicing this habit consider alternate perspectives, connections, and
discrepancies.
8. Applying past knowledge to new situations: A person applying this characteristic
transfers prior knowledge to new scenarios. Effective thinkers use what they know to
be true from past experiences and apply that information to current learning. They
explain their thinking by referencing data, theories, and processes from their past.
9. Thinking and communicating with clarity and precision: In all communications, both
written and spoken, these people work for accuracy by avoiding overgeneralizations,
distorting or deleting pertinent information. A person who communicates with clarity
uses, “precise language; defining terms; and correct names, labels, and analogies” (p.
31).
10. Gathering data through all senses: Someone enabling this characteristic is always
observing. “Most linguistic, cultural, and physical learning is derived from the
environment by observing or taking it in through the senses” (p. 32). Therefore,
people who practice this habit are always attuned to the world around them, absorbing
information through all sensory pathways: “gustatory, olfactory, tactile, kinesthetic,
auditory, and visual” (p. 32).
11. Creating, imagining, innovating: Taking risks and push the limits. People using this
habit look at a problem from many points of view valuing novel ideas and originality.
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They start with a vision then create an avenue to achieve that goal. These thinkers are
often motivated by an inner self and looking for a challenge. They strive for
refinement of their craft and openly accept suggestions for improvement.
12. Responding with wonderment and awe: A person in-tune to this characteristic
experiences intrigue often. They look for elements with interesting aspects. People
with wonderment and awe seek problems to be solved. They enjoy perplexities and
are life-long learners. Responding with wonderment and awe means, “to feel
compelled, enthusiastic, and passionate about learning, inquiring and mastering” (p.
34).
13. Taking responsible risks: These thinkers view life with no fear of a reasonable
chance. Those who take responsible risks are comfortable not knowing outcomes.
“They accept confusion, uncertainty, and the higher risks of failure as part of the
normal process, and they learn to view setbacks as interesting, challenging, and
growth producing” (p. 34). However, responsible risk takers are not impulsive. They
predict consequences and weigh risks with benefits based on past experiences and
appropriateness of their actions.
14. Finding humor: People with this habit laugh at life and the world when possible and
appropriate. “Having a whimsical frame of mind, they thrive on finding incongruity;
perceiving absurdities, ironies, and satire; finding discontinuities; and being able to
laugh at situations and themselves” (p. 36). However, those practicing this habit of
mind do not laugh where compassion is needed instead. They thrive on creative
analogies, uncovering new relationships of thought, and anticipating situations.
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15. Thinking interdependently: Collaboration and socializing one’s learning allows for all
participants to gain knowledge. In the age of information, no one person can access
all the data or consider all the possibilities as thoroughly as a group. People who have
this habit understand that they can be more powerful together. This requires,
“listening, consensus seeking, giving up an idea to work with someone else’s,
empathy, compassion, group leadership, knowing how to support group efforts, [and]
altruism (p. 37).
16. Remaining open to continuous learning: Being a life-long learner means always
looking for new experiences from which to acquire new understandings. Those who
value continuous learning strive for improving themselves through learning. They
look at problems as opportunities to gain knowledge. The prerequisite is to
understand that no one, including self, knows everything. Having the courage to learn
more is the second step.
This theory intersects with my research because it addresses the mindset of successful
people. Costa and Kallick (2008) agreed these traits should be taught in schools. “We offer the
habits of mind as a principle around which student learning, classrooms, schools, districts and
communities can be organized” (p. 16). Possessing these characteristics contributed to the
success of valedictorians. Learning which and how many of these characteristics were apparent
in the valedictorians revealed more about their success. Examining habits of mind of
valedictorians provided insight into factors experienced in PK-12 learning environments most
influential to their success.
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Summary
Through studying both related research to the content of my study and analyzing theories
related to the topic, I formed a framework for my study. I filled in some gaps I discovered in the
literature using the theoretical framework as outlined above. The gaps include a study of the
components in PK-12 experiences which were identified by valedictorians as important to their
success in early, middle, and secondary education.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLGY
The purpose of this study was to uncover the most influential experiences of highly
successful PK-12 students in the Midwestern region of the United States. A qualitative study
provided a vehicle to “inquire into, document, and interpret the meaning-making process”
(Patton, 2015, p. 3). In this chapter, I discuss, in more detail, the qualitative approach and my
rational for using it. This case study of valedictorians explored top students throughout the
Midwest. I explain why case study is the methodology best suited for this research, as well as a
description of my chosen method of data collection and participant interviews. This chapter
includes a description of all the procedures used in this study. The procedures detailed here
include how I located participants, a description of each participant, data privacy in collecting
information about their experiences, and data analysis procedures.
Qualitative Research
Creswell and Poth (2018) defined qualitative research as, “an inquiry process of
understanding based on a distinct methodological approach to inquiry that explores a social or
human problem” (p. 326). Creswell and Poth explained a researcher using qualitative methods
must analyze words and views of participants to create a detailed holistic picture of the findings.
This differs from a completely quantitative perspective in which a topic is examined from a
numerical point of view. Filstead (1970) explained, in qualitative research, it is “crucial for
validity- and consequently, for reliability- to try to picture the empirical social world as it
actually exists to those under investigation” (p. 4). Patton (2015) suggested this picture of the
empirical social world is the purpose of qualitative research. From the point of view of the
students themselves, I uncovered the most influential experiences in the academic lives of
valedictorians. Using the qualitative approach was crucial to understanding the students’
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experiences and how they affect the mindset of valedictorians as they journeyed through their
PK-12 education. The qualitative approach promoted understanding of academic and personal
influences from student eyes. With this approach, I interviewed individuals who earned the
honor of valedictorian to discover the motivating factors most influential to their academic
success.
Case Study Approach
There are multiple qualitative paradigms in research. Merriam and Tisdell (2016) named
several: “basic, phenomenology, ethnography, grounded theory, narrative inquiry, case study,
critical research, action research, and arts-based research” (p. 49). The case study approach fit
well with my research. After consulting with texts from several researchers, Patton (2015)
described case study approach as difficult to define given its open nature and multiple
possibilities. Patton (2015) found the open nature freeing since it gives the opportunity and
responsibility to define what a case study is within the context of each study. Conversely,
Creswell and Poth (2018) offered a more definitive definition,
A qualitative approach in which the investigator explores a real-life, contemporary
bounded system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed,
in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information and reports a case
description and case themes. (pp. 96–97)
This definition fit my research topic well.
The study of valedictorians involved those who achieved valedictorian status within the
past 10 years. Bounded by both achievement status (valedictorians) and time (within the past 10
years) this study fell under the definition of a collective case study due to the multiple
valedictorians I interviewed. In addition, data collection included multiple bounded sources of
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information such as interviews with recently honored students, artifacts collected as a result of
interviews, archived records of past valedictorian speeches, and observer’s notes collected
throughout each of the afore mentioned data sets.
Proponents of Case Study
Two well-known researchers who have used case studies each come from different
philosophical perspectives. Post-positivist researcher, Yin, supports a formal conceptual
framework (Boblin et al., 2013). Boblin et al. (2013) described Yin’s approach. Propositions are
accepted or refuted based data which has been collected and analyzed. In contrast, Stake (2005)
as cited by Boblin et al. (2013) represented a constructivist standpoint. Stake (2005) promoted
flexible case studies in which a conceptual framework may be used but is not essential.
Likewise, conclusive statements may be determined, but may not be considered necessary
components of a case study.
Merriam and Tisdell (2016) described case study as describing and analyzing a bounded
system. This research on valedictorians is especially conducive to case study methodology
because of its very nature. Using the collective format of case study, I interviewed a variety of
valedictorians from across the Midwest for an in-depth description of the experiences that were
most influential in their educational journeys. Merriam (1998) suggested a case study is
considered one bounded group. In the case of this research, that bounded entity was
valedictorians who graduated in the past 10 years. I analyzed the experiences from this bounded
group of valedictorians to uncover common events which students identified as turning points in
their educational careers.
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Tenets of Case Study
The tenets of case studies include real life studies, currently in-progress, bounded by
parameters, intent, case theme identification, and assertations (Creswell & Poth, 2018). My study
incorporated each of these tenets. Creswell and Poth (2018) identify the first tenet, that case
studies must be real-life and currently in progress. The valedictorian study fell into this category
since I interviewed real people with the status of valedictorian. Since 95% of valedictorians
graduate from college (McMullin, 2018), many extended their academic endeavors or continue
to use their schooling, making their educational careers currently in-progress.
The second tenet requires case studies be bounded by parameters (Creswell & Poth,
2018). The parameters binding this case study included the achievement of valedictorian upon
high school graduation. In addition, I interviewed only valedictorians who graduated in the past
10 years, giving another binding to this study. Finally, due to the ages of most high school
students when they graduate, bounded by age, all of the participants in this study range from 18–
28-year-old.
The intent of a case study refers to three variations of case studies: Instrumental,
collective, and intrinsic studies (Creswell & Poth, 2018). An instrumental study researches a case
of one concern then conducts a study to uncover this issue. Similarly, a collective study also
addresses a concern but includes multiple cases rather than just one (Creswell & Poth, 2018). I
uncovered common experiences among our top PK-12 students. Instrumental studies and
collective studies naturally align in many ways. The focus of this study included multiple
valedictorians, and therefore is considered a collective case study.
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Case themes refer to how the study is organized. Most case studies fall into one of two
categories: Chronological or theoretical. This study focused on three main theories and discussed
findings according to each of these theories. Therefore, this is considered a theoretical study.
Assertations refers to findings or explanations. The various experiences of valedictorians
in this case study built patterns. In this research, I revealed patterns of experiences throughout
the PK-12 years of our most successful students.
Research Paradigms
Crotty (1998) defined research paradigms as an “overarching conceptual construct, a
particular way in which scientists make sense of the world or some segment of the world” (p.
35). In other words, we look through this lens to see the world. For the purposes of this study, I
followed the epistemological approaches of constructivist and pragmatic paradigms. A
constructivist approach operates with the understanding that all people construct their own
reality, creating their own knowledge (Noddings, 2007). Noddings (2007) explained educators
with a constructivist approach encourage students to participate in activities to establish their
own learning objectives as opposed to lecturing students on a given topic.
The roots of constructivism can be traced back to Piaget (Noddings, 2007). Piaget
believed passive learning characterized by lectures and rote memorization constitutes a
temporary form of learning. However, a more permanent form of gathering information includes
active learning (Noddings, 2007). Creswell and Poth (2018) described the goal of constructivist
research as reliant on the viewpoint of the participant to describe the situation. Constructivists
believe the formation of learning happens when people interact with each other (Creswell &
Poth, 2018). This fits my research on valedictorians. Through personal interviews, I constructed
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meaning about components of academic success through highly influential experiences of
valedictorians.
Creswell and Poth (2018) described pragmatism as, “The interpretive lens focuses on the
outcomes of the research—the actions, situations, and consequences of inquiry” (p. 326). “Then,
our conception of these effects is the whole of our conception of the object” (Thompson, 1963, p.
80). This parallels my research on valedictorians. I found practical meaning from the interviews
with valedictorians about impactful experiences in their PK-12 achievement which could be used
to increase the achievement for other students.
Institutional Review Board
Prior to the Institutional Review Board (IRB) process, I completed my CITI certification
(see Appendix A). Next, I completed an application for the University of St. Thomas (UST) IRB.
The purpose of an IRB ensures each study follows the set guidelines for conducting ethical
research (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 151). The process involved describing the purpose,
procedures, questions, and safety measures of the research. After submitting and securing the
UST IRB approval I began research on the topic of valedictorians. This process helped to create
a safe study where participants knew the expectations as well as their rights throughout the study.
Recruitment and Selection of Participants
Participant Recruitment
I interviewed 15 participants who fit into a tight category. Upon graduation from high
school, the participants must have earned the title of valedictorian. Candidates were between 18
to 28 years of age indicating they graduated from high school within the past 10 years. I sought
valedictorians with a range of demographics in order to obtain a wide variety of school
experiences from participants. These demographics included ethnicity, gender, geographic
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location (rural, suburban, urban), as well as type of school (public, private, and charter schools).
I recruited participants who resided in the Midwestern region of the United States at the time of
high school graduation.
Recruiting participants was a multi-step process. The first step required locating
valedictorians’ names who graduated in the past 10 years on high school website or by
contacting high school principals if the valedictorians were not listed on webpages. Local
newspapers often run articles on high school valedictorians. One journalist, Joe Heim (2021), of
the Washington Post, wrote an article on high school valedictorians. I contacted Mr. Heim,
through his newspaper, to get tips on recruitment. He was forthcoming with insights that were
useful to him in making contacts. Mr. Heim communicated with schools directly and gave his
credentials obtaining students’ names and contact information. I set out to contact schools as he
had suggested, however, without the credentials he possessed, I met resistance from school
officials.
In addition, I created a flyer which was posted on social media several times as well as
distributed by friends and family. Unfortunately, the flyer did not bring any interest. Through
networking with other doctoral candidates, I contacted a rural superintendent. This school
official provided a list of all valedictorians who graduated in the past 10 years. I sent letters to
each of these graduates and received correspondence from one student. The superintendent also
offered to put me in touch with a 90-year-old valedictorian, however, due to IRB regulations, I
declined to interview her.
Additionally, during the month of May, I was approached by two of my former students,
both about to graduate from high school. These students invited me to their high school
graduation ceremony. This came as a surprise and honor due to limited seating during a
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pandemic. Both students located a ticket for me. Attending the ceremonies, I witnessed
valedictorian speeches in-person and obtained a list of valedictorians in the printed graduation
program. Other former students of mine invited me to graduation parties where I met many
graduates, including a valedictorian. These resources assisted me in the next step of creating a
list of possible candidates.
Using social media, I attempted to make contact with students (see Appendix B). Social
media sites created with the intent for social networking provided the best option. Social
networking sites specifically cater to users interested in connecting with other users for business
or personal purposes (Hudson, 2020). The social networking sites used for this study include:
Linked In, Facebook, and Instagram.
The social media site, LinkedIn, connects professionals. Users often showcase their
academic and professional milestones as well as their employment history (In Help, n.d.). Sixtyseven percent of people in the age group of 18-29 years old in the United States use LinkedIn
(Chen, 2020). My initial search for valedictorian contacts involved LinkedIn, due to the
professional nature of this site. I used LinkedIn for a few weeks but found few people identified
themselves as valedictorians on this site. In addition, recent graduates and college students did
not use LinkedIn for their social media needs.
I identified another site for social networking called Facebook. Facebook promotes a
social connection where users can keep in touch with or share information with family and
friends (Rouse, 2014). Facebook users can choose to be searchable by the public. It also offers a
private messaging feature when other contact information is unknown (Rouse, 2014). Seventynine percent of 18–29-year-old people in the United States use Facebook (Chen, 2020). For
candidates who were not found on LinkedIn, my second option, Facebook proved more lucrative
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in locating valedictorians because of its wide use in social and professional settings. Facebook
helped me connect to 18 potential participants. Again, I found that many young people in the age
group I targeted did not avidly use Facebook and therefore returned fewer responses to my
invitation for an interview.
I used Instagram as my final social networking site. The highly social site owned by
Facebook emphasizes photo sharing (Instagram, 2020). However, people can also be located
using Instagram with little more information than a name and location. Seventy-five percent of
18-24-year-old individuals and 57% of 25-30-year-old individuals in the United States subscribe
to Instagram (Chen, 2020). Although professional contacts do not often use this site, it has a high
rate of use for people in the age category I was interested in. This third site used to search for
previously identified valedictorians proved more lucrative. Instagram provided the most success
in locating valedictorians as well as obtaining responses from valedictorians to accept the
invitation for an interview.
Each of these three social networking sites contain security features. All three sites offer
two factor authentication (Burnham, 2014; Cohen, 2019; Facebook, 2020). This security feature
requires two layers of security to protect an account (Kenton, 2019) so candidates can feel safe in
their correspondences. As noted, for each of the social networking sites mentioned, people in the
age range of 18-28 years old often use social media. For this reason, the use of social networking
sites proved most effective in reaching the greatest number of candidates.
Once I obtained the names of valedictorians, past and present, I set out on these social
networking sites to make contact. I looked through each sight for an exact match to the
valedictorian names while ensuring their demographics (location, school name) matched the
valedictorian list obtained from graduation ceremonies or school websites. I found many
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candidates subscribed social media sights, but did not often use those sites. This was apparent
since no updated information or entries had been added. Others were not on social media sites
under their given name. There were, however, many candidates located through at least one of
these sites.
I sent possible candidates an invitation to participate in a survey through social
networking sites. The invitation to participate can be found in Appendix B. Many did not
respond. Appendix C contains a follow-up letter distributed via a social networking site for nonresponders. I did eventually hear from 15 candidates through one of the social media sites. I
located 11 participants on Instagram. I contacted four participants through Facebook. LinkedIn
did not prove to be a viable source for this age group. After verifying candidate’s willingness to
take part in the study, I sent a Qualtrics survey to the candidate to verify they meet the
qualifications of the study, as well as to ensure all demographics of people are represented (see
Appendix D). Qualtrics surveys can be password protected as well as using two additional layers
of security (Qualtrics, 2020).
The qualifications included year of graduation as well as verification of valedictorian
status. Additionally, the survey asked about school name, type of school (public, private or
charter) and school location. This information, when matched with original listings of
valedictorians, authenticated each participant. Demographic information collected informed the
study, including ethnicity, age, socio-economic status, and gender. Using these demographics, I
chose candidates who were diverse in many ways. Specifically, I sought diversity in ethnicity,
gender, age, geographic location (rural, suburban, urban), type of school (public, private, and
charter schools), and socio-economic status. This ensured a wide range of valedictorian
experiences. See Appendix E for the Qualtrics survey.
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Participant Selection
Once I received returned surveys, I selected participants based on the above-mentioned
diversity categories. I provided potential participants with information about the study including
the purpose and benefits of the study (see Appendix E). This research presented no risks to
participants, but each candidate signed a release form indicating they understood and agreed to
the terms of the study. After the participant signed the release form, I conducted an online
interview.
Purposeful Random Sampling
I incorporated purposeful random sampling as a sample selection strategy. Creswell and
Poth (2018) explained purposeful random sampling proves useful for showing different
perspectives. Ordinary, accessible, and unusual cases can also be of use. Creswell and Poth
(2018) defined purposeful sampling as intentional selection of participants who can inform the
researcher regarding the research problem or phenomenon. Patton (2015) explained the purpose
of a small random sample keeps the study manageable and provides credibility. However, Patton
suggested no need for a complete representation of the population.
In this study of valedictorians, purposeful random sampling benefited the study due to its
random nature. Being purposeful about selection of participants assured participants come from a
variety of communities (rural, suburban, and urban) throughout the Midwest as well as being
diverse in ethnicity, gender, socio-economic status, and type of school. This purposeful random
sampling provided for numerous possible experiences which influenced successful students. Due
to the age variance of these high school graduates, the participants of this study fell into the
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range of 18-28 years of age because I sampled only valedictorians who graduated in the past 10
years.
Representation
I used random sampling, though I purposely selected participants from various groups in
each of the following categories—gender, ethnicity, location of community or type of school—
since I found no evidence of correlation between valedictorians and any of these variables. I
interviewed 15 participants in this study. Guest et al. (2006) suggested saturation occurs at about
12 interviews of participants. I found evidence that interviewing 15 participants for this research
achieved saturation when I uncovered no new information. Crouch and McKenzie (2006) agreed
up to 20 participants makes a manageable research study. The interviews were triangulated with
artifacts, document analysis, and observer’s comments to give a well-rounded view of
valedictorian experiences making this an adequate number of interviews. I set a limit of
valedictorians who have graduated in the past 10 years. With this limit, I obtained information
from recent graduates who may still have fresh ideas of what they attributed their academic
success to.
Data Collection Strategies
I collected four types of data. First, I collected data by interviewing valedictorians via a
media video conferencing site. Since my IRB was written for audio recording only, the
participants turned off their cameras for the interview as I used the recording feature of the
conferencing site. Through a combination of both a computer-generated written document and
the audio recording, I transcribed each interview. The second form of data collection focused on
artifacts. During the interviews, I asked participants if they had any artifacts which were
influential in their education. Sample artifacts included letters of commendation, honor roll
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certificates, letters from and to teachers, scholarships, and report cards. Other artifacts included
books, cell phones, plants, study spots, and religious artifacts. I documented and coded each
artifact as well as its meaning and connection to the participant. Third, I collected valedictorian
speeches. I received a total of seven speeches in two forms, written documents and audio
recordings. For the audio recordings of speeches, I listened to them completely before
transcribing these speeches onto a document. I coded each speech for patterns or commonalities.
As these codes were generated, I again added them to the codes used in analyzing the
valedictorian interviews and artifacts. Finally, I took notes through all of the interviews and
document analysis of valedictorian speeches. These notes were considered observer’s comments
and acted as my fourth data collection strategy. While listening to valedictorian’s speeches and
interviews, I noted tones and vocal patterns which would not have been apparent in a transcript.
Again, the notes were coded and analyzed. I describe each strategy in greater detail below.
Interviews
Easwaramoorthy and Zarinpoush (2006) defined interview as a conversation with a
specific purpose. The purpose of the conversation was to gather information. Patton (2015)
explained, “Qualitative interviewing begins with the assumption that the perspective of others is
meaningful and knowable and can be made explicit” (p. 426). Brinkmann and Kvale (2015)
described qualitative interview as “an attempt to understand the world from the subjects’ point of
view, to unfold the meaning of their experience, to uncover their lived world” (p. 3). My purpose
in conducting interviews with valedictorians, was to uncover their perspective on the most
influential experiences of their successful academic journey. I interviewed 15 valedictorians
from the Midwest including students from various locations including rural, suburban, and urban
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settings as well as participants who vary in gender, ethnicity, socio-economic levels, age, and
types of schools (public, private, and charter).
Interviews were conducted in an online forum due to the COVID-19 pandemic and
therefore there was a need for social distancing. An online interview provided safety for both the
interviewee and the interviewer. For each interview, I chose a quiet place to conduct the
interviews and asked the interviewee to do the same. Interviews were conducted at a mutually
agreed upon date and time.
The interviews were conducted in a pragmatic approach. Patton (2015) described 12
types of qualitative interview approaches. Each of these approaches had a specific purpose. A
pragmatic approach to interviews includes straight forward questioning. The pragmatic approach
to interviews revealed practical insights into a given subject. This type of interview served my
study well. Participants’ straight forward answers uncovered useful insights regarding
relationships and situations with positive effect on the achievements of valedictorians. In the next
section, I describe types of interviews used by interview researchers.
Interview Approaches
Brinkmann and Kvale (2015), as well as Rubin and Rubin (2012), referred to the act of
interviewing as a “craft” which needs to be refined through practice. Patton (2015) identified
three approaches to obtaining qualitative data through interview: Informal conversation,
interview guide, and standardized open-ended interview. For the purposes of this study, I used
the interview guide approach. In this case, I identified topics of the interview in advance. The
conversational style of the interview allowed me flexibility in the wording of each question as
well as the order in which the questions were asked (Patton, 2015).
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Sample Interview Questions
I put much thought into developing effective interview questions. A case study interview
needs two to three well developed interview questions as suggested by Stake (1995). Because of
the nature of my study, I included some specific questions which brought that number up. I used
an open-ended format for most questions in order to stimulate conversation and uncover more
depth into each topic. See Appendix G for a sample of the questions asked.
During the interview, we discussed any speeches made at graduation ceremonies as well
as significant artifacts. After each interview, I transcribed the closed captioning of the Zoom
meeting. I sent a copy to the participant for their approval. My goal was to get the most accurate
information from each interview as possible.
Artifacts
An artifact is “an object that is made by a person, such as a tool or a decoration,
especially one that is of historical interest” (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). During the interview
process, I asked about significant artifacts which had a profound effect on the participants’
academic lives. Artifacts included items the valedictorians found meaningful to their success
such as letters to and from respected teachers, honor roll certificates, scholarships, and report
cards. Other artifacts included books, cell phones, plants, study spots, and religious artifacts. As
artifacts were uncovered in our conversation, they were coded and analyzed for this research.
These artifacts provided further insight regarding the success of valedictorians. Valedictorian
speeches also provided insights through document analysis.
Document Analysis
The purpose of document analysis was to interpret and give meaning to documents (Triad
3, 2016). During the interview process, I asked participants if they gave a speech during the
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graduation ceremony. Seven participants submitted speeches from graduation. I transcribed these
speeches and used them as archival documents to be analyzed. I uncovered important findings in
the experiences of valedictorians through the unpacking of these speeches in combination with
other data sets. Transcribing and coding these speeches for commonalities added validity to my
research.
Observer’s Comments
Throughout each of the above data sets, I took copious field notes as my final set of data.
I read each of the field notes for accuracy, then coded, and analyzed them. These notes contained
valuable data not available in the other documents such as tone, hesitation, questioning, or
unsure voice in the interviews. These slight pieces of evidence offered further information and
shed light on the reliability of other collected data.
Data Processing and Analysis
Data Processing
Yin (2009) defined data analysis as “the process of making sense out of the data. And
making sense out of data involves consolidating, reducing and interpreting what people have said
and what the researcher has seen and read- it is the process of making meaning” (as cited in
Merriam, 1998, p. 178). The main goal of the interview included collecting accurate data in the
form of a fully and fairly recorded perspective of the interviewee (Patton, 2015). Patton (2015)
explained nothing can take the place of the actual words spoken by the interviewee. Patton
(2015) described these words as the “prize” which every interviewer seeks. With this in mind, I
began with the IRB protocol as described in the section of this paper entitled “Ethical
Considerations.” I collected the data via audio record on Zoom. Next, I recorded the raw data on
a Microsoft Word document. I transcribed the raw data conversations into readable text. After
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collecting and transcribing the data, I began coding. Using constant comparison of transcripts
and codes, I reviewed each document several times to ensure all similarities and important
information was coded and recorded. Throughout the whole process, I kept all data on my UST
One Drive to diminish the risk of public accessibility or loss.
Coding, Categorizing, and Theming
Nvivo, a software-based program used by researchers to analyze qualitative data, assisted
with coding data from all four research collection types. Nvivo enabled me to track, organize,
and code on a spreadsheet. Yin (2014) suggested researchers begin this phase of the research by
identifying codes within each case. Coding is defined as “the process of labeling and organizing
your qualitative data to identify different themes and the relationships between them”
(Medelyan, 2019, p. 1). Creswell and Poth (2018) called this “with-in case analysis” (p. 100).
Saldaña (2008) explained a code in qualitative inquiry “is most often a word or short phrase that
symbolically assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing, and/or evocative attribute for a
portion of language-based or visual data” (p. 3). Seale (2018) defined the purpose of coding as
ease in making sense of the data and summarizing the information gained from the data (p. 367).
Seale (2018) further explained coding “reduces the volume of the original data and turns it into
something meaningful and easy to digest” (p. 367).
Developing these codes happens during a first read of each data set (Patton, 2015). Some
codes for this research included relationships, learning styles, and pivotal moments. After
identifying codes, I located common themes across cases (Yin, 2014). Creswell and Poth (2018)
identified this as across-case analysis. Patton (2015) called raw data “undigested complexity of
reality” (p. 552). Patton (2015) suggested data analysis consists of simplifying and making sense
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of complex data. Finally, Creswell and Poth (2018) suggested summarizing learned information
within the context of the research.
I took a multi-step process in the coding of my research. Patton (2015) suggested an
initial read-through of all data as the first step in coding. This included notes as well as
transcripts. Using the software program Nvivo, I uncovered similar experiences and traits as well
as the frequency of their occurrences. Case analysis occurred first, followed by a cross-case
reading and analysis. After several readings of the transcripts and any notes, additional codes
immerged and were listed. After no additional codes, or occurrences of those codes, revealed
new findings, I read through all data one final time. Next, I reviewed the codes to uncover
themes. I created themes by organizing codes into similar characteristics and recorded them on a
spreadsheet. This spreadsheet became a framework for the next phase of the research process.
Patton (2015) described the next step as the interpretive phase. The interpretive phase included
extracting meaning, comparisons, constructing frameworks, and drawing conclusions.
Theoretical Analysis
After reviewing all the data collected and recording it in three findings chapters, I turned
my attention to the theories I selected in Chapter 2, the literature review. As I compared the data
in the findings chapters and the theories in the literature review, I found large sets of data not
addressed in the selected theories. I began my search for theories that would speak specifically
toward the findings in Chapters 5 and 6. I wanted to learn more about the personal characteristics
developed in the valedictorians which may set them apart from other students. I looked up many
theories, spoke with several professors, and found a theory called habits of mind by Costa and
Kallick (2000).
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Participant Descriptions
Simultaneously while processing data, I wrote descriptions of the participants. I wanted
readers to know about each participant beyond the data. I completed a short description of each
participant. While describing each participant, I strived for accuracy, therefore I contacted that
person via email to get feedback on the paragraphs I wrote about them. In addition, I had a few
questions for participants.
1. Did you hold a job while attending middle or high school?
2. Did you have any habits which contributed to your academic success?
3. Would you like to choose a pseudo name for this study?
I next introduce the 15 participants organized by school location pertaining to urban, suburban or
rural. The purpose of organizing the participants in this way was to uncover any similarities
within one type of school setting. I begin my introductions with students from urban school
settings.
Urban School Valedictorians
My definition of urban schools includes schools located within the limits of large cities.
These participants include: Maria, Vicki, Matt, Laura, Lisa, Joanne, Gloria, Bea, Ellie, and Ellen.
These names do not reflect the actual names of the individuals, rather, either the participants or I
chose the pseudonyms to protect the identity of the participants. See also Appendix F.
Maria. Maria was currently enrolled in medical school. She moved to the United States
from Ecuador at the age of six as an English language learner. Maria lives with high expectations
of herself since she learned at an early age that knowledge is power. By fifth grade she
participated in honors classes. Maria attended an urban school with a lower graduation rate than
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average. In this setting, Maria felt very supported by her teachers and the programs in the school.
She described school as her safe place when other areas of her life were difficult.
During her high school years, Maria’s parents divorced which caused her to move to the
East Coast then back again to the Midwest. Upon her return, she enrolled in a larger urban high
school with a better graduation rate. However, Maria felt out of place and soon returned to her
original high school where she knew the teachers and felt loved and supported. It was in this
school that Maria became aware of her undocumented status for the first time. A teacher broke
the difficult news to her when this status caused her to lose out on an opportunity at an Ivy
League School.
The social groups Maria hung out with in high school were not academically oriented.
This put her in a unique position of learning without the support of peers. Other students in her
school focused on education but their mindset included heavily competitive behavior causing a
rift between top performing students.
As one of 1,000 recipients from 57,000 applicants, Maria prides herself on receiving the
Gate Millennium Scholarship. The scholarship provided a full ride to any college in the country.
This funding allowed her to acquire a bachelor’s degree and continue her education in medical
school. Maria represents her culture group alone in her current school program. She said it feels
somewhat like imposter syndrome because no others look like her or share a similar history.
Maria would like to change this paradigm for other People of Color. Laura agreed with Maria
that feeling alone in an educational setting plays a role in achievement.
Laura. Laura’s current enrollment was in a college major of a field dominated by men
and created an awareness in her for others who feel alone. Laura attended a charter school for her
middle school years then switched back to the urban district in eighth grade. Laura prefers to
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engage in a community of learners. She competed only against herself, because she saw no value
in bringing others down. Laura’s awareness of her learning style only compelled her to adapt to
any approach of teaching and learning. She considered this an asset to her educational endeavors.
Other characteristics of Laura include people pleasing, getting along well with teachers,
asking a lot of questions, and creating trusting relationships among friends. She communicated
well with teachers and followed through on her word, making her easy to rely on. Laura felt
these characteristics gave her an advantage when dealing with teachers. In addition, Laura found
the curriculum in PK-12 highly interesting so her academic life included motivation and drive.
Laura counted herself as a perfectionist who held herself to high standards. Until her junior year,
her goals included reaching those high standards in every aspect of her life. At that point, she
shifted her thinking to be more focused on learning and less on top scores. Laura found value and
joy in this new mindset.
Laura described herself as socially aware of the current issues in schools and curriculum.
She considered herself privileged but will not be satisfied until she feels people from every
background have the same privileges she experienced. Laura believed this could be
accomplished with curriculum changes like teaching American history from multiple
perspectives. This may reduce stereotypes and promote passion for others. One stereotype she
felt she may struggle with in college and beyond involved her college major, engineering. Being
a woman in a field dominated by men brought its own challenges and allowed her to view life
from a new perspective. Another participant, Vicki, understood this perspective, well.
Vicki. Vicki, a recent college graduate, earned a 4.0 throughout her undergraduate work.
She recently accepted a position in as an intern with a state Public Lands Information Center,
working on their education and community outreach programs. Vicki grew up in an urban setting
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attending public schools throughout her K-12 years. She came from a middle-class family that
valued education; fostering a love of learning in their young children. Vicki grew up dancing and
developed a love of the theater, especially for work behind-the-scenes.
Ever since she was a small child, Vicki enjoyed learning. Whether it is a conversation
while taking a walk with her father or planning a trip to volunteer in Africa to aid in an animal
research project with her grandparents, Vicki enjoyed incorporating many aspects of her
education for use in real life situations. Her passion includes how people interact with animal
life, which explains why her African trip centered on learning about lions and their prey enticed
her. She found interest in how wild animals interact with local farming communities.
Vicki, who identified as an extrovert, developed deep friendships with others who also
display strong passions. When she encountered someone with enthusiasm for learning, she
matched that zeal. Vicki found those who have strong passions, make great friends. Another
valedictorian, Matt matched Vicki’s passion.
Matt. Matt is currently employed as a software developer. He characterized himself as a
hard-working student who valued teacher feedback and freedoms to make decisions in his
education. Matt viewed negative feedback from teachers as an opportunity for growth. His
strengths included excellent writing skills, analytical reading, and a drive to do well in any
circumstance. As captain of the baseball team his senior year, Matt learned to set well thought
out, aggressive goals for himself. He knew how to persevere through difficulties to attain those
goals.
Matt grew up in a two-parent household in which his mother stayed home to raise kids.
Her involvement in the education system as a volunteer had a profound effect on Matt. Matt
recalled the importance placed on education due to her knowledge of the daily happenings at
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school. Matt remembered many other adventures from his early childhood when his parents
exposed him to multiple experiences including museums and exploring the world through books.
Matt cared a great deal about his education and academic success. He found motivation through
teachers’ encouragement to challenge himself, a curiosity for the subject area, and friendly
competition between peers. The characteristics I picked up on during our interview included a
positive outlook, willingness to take on a challenge, and perseverance. Another valedictorian
with these characteristics is Lisa.
Lisa. Lisa considered herself a fortunate person. Raised by a single mom who supported
her in every way, she became an academic high flyer. Lisa started her academic life in a
Montessori school where she learned to apply her learning to everyday life. By grade four she
was tutoring her peers. In the public, urban middle school she attended, Lisa learned the art of
competing with herself to continually increase her personal best. Lisa described herself as always
striving to increase her knowledge and do better than she had done before. In her urban high
school, Lisa committed her time to “A Race for Justice.” This student-led club focused on racial
equity issues.
Lisa subscribed to high standards for herself. For this reason, she chose to increase her
learning as she worked for an international baccalaureate certificate in high school. The
challenge of this certification intrigued and motivated Lisa to complete the program.
Lisa characterized herself as a life-long learner. She valued education and the ability to
continue learning just for enjoyment. Her mindset included a determination not only to complete
her work but also to ensure it was the highest quality she was capable of in every facet of her
life.
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Family and friends played a big role in Lisa’s life. Her family encouraged her without
being pushy or punitive. With this kind of support, Lisa found herself providing the
determination needed to succeed. In addition, she used intention when selecting friends in high
school. Lisa specifically sought peers who possessed the same drive and interest in producing
quality work. Together, these teens grew close socially, while supporting each other
academically.
In her free time, Lisa found a part-time job in one of her favorite places, the library.
Having spent numerous hours there as a young child, she felt at home in the rows of literature.
Lisa especially enjoyed interacting and helping patrons locate books. She found reward in giving
back to a place that meant so much to her as a young child.
During high school, Lisa found it increasingly important to create a balance between
academics and time for herself. Attending high school during the pandemic gave her opportunity
to re-evaluate how she spent her time. She strived to keep that balance in place as she continued
her education. Another valedictorian, Joanne, also strived for balance in her life.
Joanne. At the early age of three, Joanne taught herself to read with audio and picture
books. So, when she entered formal education, she found herself ahead of most others. Joanne
attended a Montessori school for her younger years. There, she learned time management,
organization, and pacing. Riddled with spelling bees, Japanese classes, J-Quiz, and Japan Bowl,
Joanne found her PK-12 years packed with a variety of experiences.
Joanne attributed much of her success to her stable home life. She found support from her
mother to keep academics as a high priority. In addition, her fifth-grade teachers saw potential in
her. He challenged Joanne academically while encouraging her to strive. Getting a taste of
success, Joanne found the drive she needed to accomplish more.
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In middle school, Joanne discovered the theory of growth mindset. She learned to live by
the idea of no limit to her learning ability. With this mindset, she decided to pursue an
International Baccalaureate (IB) certification in high school. Having like-minded friends, she
developed a support group for a strong foundation both academically and emotionally.
Music played a big part in Joanne’s life. She began playing the harp in kindergarten and
continued through high school graduation. Orchestra played as big a role in her academic life as
the core curriculum. Other extracurricular activities included the ski team in high school.
Joanne could be characterized as an appreciative person. At the end of her senior year,
Joanne knew she wanted to thank the teachers who contributed to her success. She decided to
write letters to all who contributed most significantly, one expressing her gratitude personally.
Joanne found fulfillment in this expression of her thankfulness. Like Joanne, Gloria also felt
gratitude for the people in her life who helped her succeed.
Gloria. Gloria, and her sister Vicki, both participated as valedictorians in this study and
the only siblings I found who earned the title of valedictorian. From her earliest memories,
Gloria felt encouraged to get excited about reading and act on her curiosities. She adopted the
academic mindset of her family and their interest in exploring their curiosities in every part of
their lives. Middle school brought the sense that Gloria possessed the ability to accomplish the
more complex work teachers assigned. She felt a sense of pride in herself for completing longer
projects that came from more challenging teachers.
Gloria claimed some outstanding mentors and role models. She recalled fond memories
of a specific seventh grade history teacher who challenged her to do higher level work in her
history day project. Gloria felt a distinct sense of accomplishment when she pushed herself in big
projects while working in small groups to create new understandings. In addition, Gloria always
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looked up to her older sister, Vicki, as she waded through the work of a high school student.
Watching her big sister and wanting to emulate her drive kept Gloria seeking more challenge.
High school served as an extension of what Gloria began in herself during middle school.
Her deepening sense of her own work ethic became apparent. High school brought new friends
and a new sense of self, in and out of school. She intentionally surrounded herself with likeminded peers. She developed a passion for climate activism and environmental issues which she
intertwined in academic projects when possible.
When asked why she pushed herself academically, Gloria first thought of her family. She
acknowledged they never applied pressure for her to do well in school. However, the culture of
her home life involved a strong focus on academia. Grandparents, parents, and of course her
sibling all shared this mindset. The pandemic allowed time for self-reflection for Gloria. This
reflection brought more drive and determination to embrace her academic goals. During the
pandemic, Gloria also developed a closer relationship with her sister who brought a renewed
sense of support for Gloria’s personal and academic goals. Another valedictorian, Bea, agreed
one advantage of the pandemic included time for reflection of goals.
Bea. Bea began her academic career at the age of two in Ethiopia, East Africa. Although
Bea believed the rigor of school in Ethiopia outweighed schools in the United States of America,
she repeated seventh grade when she came to the United States. That year provided an
opportunity to familiarize herself with American school culture since she did not need to focus
much on academics. By eighth grade, Bea began winning academic awards in her new
Montessori school.
Bea stood by the idea that grades do not define the person. She worked hard in every
aspect of life and felt the overall impressions she made told more than one aspect alone. Bea
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participated in extracurricular sports including badminton and tennis. Additionally, she served as
class president and National Honor Society President for her school. Further, Bea participated
and volunteered in her church. Her church recently recognized her for extensive volunteer work
including teaching classes and planning events. Bea enjoyed these activities because it brought
her happiness to help others. She felt it grew her as a kind-hearted person.
Prior to obtaining this mindset, Bea found herself subjected to many pressures, from
academic to cultural pressures. The pandemic gave her opportunity to revisit her thinking and
change mindsets to a healthier view of life. With this new mindset, Bea’s major in cognitivescience and global-health seemed fitting.
Bea found success in a high school that valued inclusivity. She acknowledged her
preferred learning style involved visual intake of information. Teachers in Bea’s high school
adapted lessons for each learning style to provide for each best learning scenario. Bea felt most
successful in classrooms where teachers encouraged students to ask questions. She preferred to
get answers to her questions during office hours. Because of this open invitation to question and
the welcoming attitude of teachers, Bea found her high school to be information-accessible
which kept her interest high. The time spent with teachers were defining moments in her success.
One of Bea’s passions included volunteering in the writing room. This peer tutoring room
provided a space where students could get help with academic or personal writing. The school
also provided a similar room for math. Bea’s involvement in this room placed her on an advisory
council to increase the rooms’ effectiveness and accessibility for all.
One of the primary reasons for her success includes Bea’s support system. When she
came to the U.S., Bea left the toxic, competitive culture of Ethiopia and came to a place of
encouragement for community learning. Bea counted her mom as one of her biggest supporters.
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She helped Bea build a solid foundation in academics. In addition, Bea’s AP calculus teacher
helped her beyond his subject area. He loaned a hand in college applications and made
connections to people in her area of interest, medicine. This teacher answered questions from
other subject areas and wrote a letter of recommendation to supplement her college applications.
Bea’s friends also acted as a support group. The comradery of studying and joking together made
academics easier. In a different school, Ellie also enjoyed relationships which drove her to excel.
Ellie. Ellie recalled fond memories of early reading experiences both at home and school.
At school, teacher’s incentives for continued reading motivated her to continue learning. The
recollection of elementary school also brought wonderful memories of trips to the library with
friends including friendly competition regarding how many books each read. As middle school
rolled around, Ellie recalled the option of accelerated classes. Her parents elicited her opinion on
this option and ultimately let her make the choice. Making that decision put Ellie in the driver’s
seat of her education. She chose the accelerated classes and felt driven by her decision to do
well. Other memorable moments from middle school included sports through school and mission
trips with her church. On the mission trips, Ellie found an appreciation for the privilege of her
circumstances. Knowing those privileges did not extend to everyone made her feel generous
toward others.
Her private high school brought new endeavors and new learning for Ellie, especially in
the realms of sports and academics. She participated in volleyball, basketball, lacrosse, and
served as captain of the basketball team. This is where Ellie learned her time-management skills.
Sports taught Ellie the qualities of leadership, teamwork, and communication. In addition, Ellie’s
need to complete everything well, at any cost, allowed for nothing beyond excellent work. Ellie
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became increasingly competitive with herself, especially in areas she felt she needed growth. Her
determination often kept her up late to put finishing touches on her work.
The teachers with the biggest effects on her education possessed a passion about their
subject and personally connected to students. She found these characteristics made relating to
teachers and curriculum easier. Further, those teachers who gave significant amounts of feedback
helped her grow the most. She took all their feedback to heart and worked to use the new
information in future assignments. In addition, Ellie found peer discussions in class as well as
peer support outside of class played a large role in her success. Urban students are not alone in
their need for peer support. A little further from the urban setting, Ellen also found connecting
with others also added to her achievements.
Suburban School Valedictorians
Five of the valedictorians I interviewed attended schools in the suburbs of major cities.
These participants include: Ellen, Kevin, Abigail, Logan, and Dennis. Either the participants or I
chose these pseudonyms to protect the identity of the valedictorians.
Ellen. Ellen recently graduated from a prestigious university in psychology and natural
sciences biology. Her next endeavor involves pharmacy school in the Midwest. Throughout her
education, Ellen possesses strong support of equality and diversity.
Ellen started her education at a Spanish Immersion school which she felt provided an
excellent start. As she looked back at her experiences, this school’s focus on diversity and
building equity left a positive impression on her. She continued her education in a public, urban
school until her high school years. In high school, Ellen’s parents switched her to a private
school. This smaller private school setting allowed for leadership opportunities. This gave her
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the confidence and skills to start a new recycling club in high school, securing a state grant to get
it started.
The experiences in both public and private schools have helped Ellen to grow. She
continued to develop herself in many ways. Ellen played basketball both in high school and
college. She participated in the Shades of Brown club and was a member of student council. In
addition, she created the Black Student Athlete Association in college. As an active member of
Student Athlete Advisory Committee, Ellen acquired the tools she needed to be the Community
Outreach Executive Chair for two years. With this opportunity, she disseminated monetary
resources into the community around her university to benefit local children. Dennis also found
himself in leadership positions at a young age.
Dennis. Dennis is the youngest of three children to immigrant parents. He enrolled in a
public suburban school for his younger years. In third grade he began taking accelerated classes.
As he continued in those higher level or honors classes throughout middle school, Dennis
enjoyed the feeling of confidence. That confidence set a firm foundation when he moved to a
private school and placed two grade levels ahead in math. In middle school Dennis made friends
that saw him through high school and beyond.
Junior year, Dennis gladly accepted the position of captain of the soccer team. That same
year he became the first junior and the first African American to be named president of the
student council. Dennis counted himself a positive role model for other young African American
boys. He wanted to show others they could be so much more than just athletes.
In the middle of all of his accolades, Dennis’ friend died by suicide. It threw Dennis into
a deep hole filled with self-doubt. Shortly after the death of his friend, Dennis accepted the
honors of homecoming king, valedictorian, and got accepted into his first-choice college.
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Between all the honors and mourning his friend, Dennis found his senior year to be filled with
emotion and confusion. Dennis credited his friends and his faith with getting him through such a
difficult time.
Dennis’ parents proved supportive of his education. They often asked about his progress
in school and made him aware of their academic expectations. Dennis recalled, around tenth
grade he took charge of his classes and grades. At that point, his parents knew they could loosen
up and let him take responsibility for his own education without their guidance. Like Dennis,
Kevin also found value in driving his academic life rather than leaning on others to direct him.
Kevin. Kevin was studying to be a mechanical engineering at a Midwest university. He
attended public school in the suburbs of a major city. Kevin spent his spare time playing soccer
and hockey. He also enjoyed playing the saxophone, piano, and guitar.
Kevin’s parents valued education so much they based their housing choices on proximity
to the hand-selected public elementary school they researched and chose for him. They started
his education long before he went to school with flashcards and trips to museums during his
preschool years. By the time middle school rolled around, Kevin knew from his academic
experiences he could achieve high expectations. Although Kevin expressed a large aversion to
homework, he learned how to make the most of his time which provided for more choice in how
he spent the hours after school.
Kevin enjoyed a solid base of soccer friends who all engaged in friendly competition
through sports as well as academics. He credited this group of friends with pushing him to go
beyond and improve his grades because of that competition. A common thread throughout this
group of friends included a strong sense of prioritizing academic success over other activities.
Abigail, however, leaned on others to help prioritize academics.
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Abigail. Abigail, a senior psychology major at an urban college, attended a small charter
school for her PK-12 experience. Twenty-five students attended her grade in the primary years
but by senior year, she graduated with only five classmates. Abigail remembered many projects
and hands-on learning from elementary school. Middle school offered more choices in what she
wanted to study while high school included close relationships with teachers who knew her well,
academically as well as personally. The teachers worked across-curricular areas to encourage
students. For example, the science and English teachers would encourage her to spend more time
on her least favorite subject, math. Abigail felt the small setting and personalized teaching she
received, made a big difference in her academic success.
One example of the relationship she shared with teachers included her art teacher who
taught her from third through twelfth grade. This teacher remains connected with Abigail
through social media, today. When asked to describe more about this teacher, Abigail said, this
teacher “makes me feel seen [by] asking personal questions” to get to know her better. She
attributed her academic mindset to the teachers who instilled a drive for excellence.
Abigail played basketball and softball for local teams since her school was too small to
have a full team of their own. Between her mom’s support for good time-management skills and
the time sports took from her studying, Abigail learned to take charge of how she spent her time
in order to achieve her academic goals.
Her classmates were not a typical peer group. Little academic support existed among the
students. Many of her classmates made choices outside of school she found uncomfortable
participating in. However, she decided to make the most of her situation and tried to enjoy the
journey by making connections where she could. Friends outside of Abigail’s high school proved
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more in-line with her academic endeavors and therefore provided more support. Similar to
Abigail, support from others convinced Logan that he could do great things.
Logan. Logan possessed a sense of humor and a strong sense of self. Logan took some
time off between high school and college to pursue an opportunity on a junior hockey team. Part
way through that experience, the COVID-19 pandemic hit. The pandemic stopped the hockey
team from meeting so Logan obtained the approval from his coach to begin online classes at the
college which previously accepted him.
At the young age of seven, Logan developed a love of reading. His habit of reading on
the bus each day sprouted an excellent academic career. This love of learning was deepened by
his middle school history day project. This project marked the first time he experienced the
challenge of driving’s his own learning. In high school, he secured his confidence with a single
letter from a teacher who saw his potential.
Logan never found good grades as a goal in his education. Instead, he kept a mindset of
learning just for the love of learning. With this mindset, excellent grades followed and he
enjoyed learning without the stress of worrying about grades. He described himself as having a
curiosity with the subject. When his curiosity proved low, he relied on other strategies he
developed to learn the material.
Logan named hockey as an academic advantage. His time management skills provided a
feeling of more hours in the day during his most busy seasons. These excellent skills allowed
him to complete all that was required of him, daily. School and hockey were his top priorities so
being disciplined with his time helped him to accomplish his goals in both areas. He created such
a strong pattern with both endeavors that when he had down-time from hockey, he found it more
difficult to complete his school work.
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Logan counted his small class sizes and academically oriented peers as contributing
factors to the community learning he experienced throughout his PK-12 education. He
considered it a privilege to grow up in a setting where everyone works together to master a
subject. Challenging teachers grew his academics since they knew what each student was
capable of and really cared about every individual in the class. This all added to the strong base
built by his parents who had high expectations as they supported and encouraged him throughout
his PK-12 experiences. The rural valedictorian, Gabriella, also expressed a feeling of support and
encouragement from others.
Rural School Valedictorian
I define rural schools as educational buildings found outside of all suburban rings. These
settings have fewer schools in any given area and therefore pull students from larger regions.
One of the valedictorians interviewed comes from a rural school setting. Her pseudonym is
Gabriella.
Gabriella. Gabriella lived in a rural Midwest town. She graduated from a small public
school, with a class of 35 students. As a result, she went to school from kindergarten to 12th
grade with essentially the same classmates. There were many experiences along the way which
gave her confidence in her abilities including knowledge bowl, math masters, and tutoring
classmates when they needed additional support. In addition, she engaged in higher level classes.
Gabriella felt the small setting of her school benefitted her, academically. She knew each
teacher well enough to get extra help at any point in her education. Such a small class also
allowed her to know her classmates well. With a close-knit group of students, she felt
comfortable contacting anyone of them to give or get help on schoolwork.
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Gabriella put a high expectation on herself to do well in school. Although her family
expected good grades, she put more pressure on herself than her parents did. Gabriella’s
grandmother called often to encourage her and ask about her continued good grades. In addition,
her mother showed support of her efforts by helping her study for tests and encouraging her.
Gabriella’s mindset involved plenty of effort. She believed the more she learned about a subject,
the better she understood it. This put her farther ahead in life. Doing well in a subject made her
want to do more in that area.
Ethics Considerations and Confidentiality
Ethical considerations typically fall under three guiding questions: Has the privacy and
consent for the participant been respected?; Has harm for the individual been minimized?; and
Have equitability and inclusivity been addressed (Creswell & Poth, 2018)? As mentioned earlier,
all social media sites, as well as the survey site, possessed protective qualities using at least two
forms of authentication. Following the IRB/UST guidelines, I assigned pseudonyms to
participants to protect the identity of individuals. I destroyed any document linking actual names
with pseudonyms at the completion of interviews. I required all participants to sign an informed
consent prior to an interview. This informed consent detailed the participants rights to remove
themselves from the study at any time prior to completion without penalty.
Potential Bias
Patton (2015) defined biases as “a sense of preference, support, endorsement, acceptance,
or favoring of one side of an issue” (p. 62). As with all human beings, I possess personal biases.
In the case of this research my profession may have caused some bias to be uncovered. I am an
educator, so many children come and go through my classroom. I could have possessed some
underlying biases that the smartest children will become valedictorians when in reality the
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children who can multitask at a high level and persevere through many situations are often
granted this honor. As a White woman who grew up in the suburbs, I may have been tempted to
believe that suburban kids are given a head start and often perform above rural and urban
students. In fact, valedictorians come from all types of settings. I now work in an urban setting
where I witness urban children perform at or exceeded expectations. My experience includes
students whom I have followed over the years, as they persevere through good and bad times
then graduate from urban schools. The most important point for any researcher to note includes
the need to reflect upon personal biases. Keeping these biases at the forefront of my mind
ultimately promoted my awareness and questioning of biases as they arose in my research.
Reviewing my work often with my dissertation chair and searching through my research for
evidence of biases together, provided the best path toward a bias free study.
Validity
Improved validity includes triangulation of data sources, in qualitative research studies.
As defined by Creswell and Poth (2018) triangulation refers to “researchers making use of
multiple and different sources, methods, investigators, and theories to provide corroborating
evidence for validating the accuracy of their study” (p. 328). This study focused on data
collection through four sources: Personal interviews with valedictorians, artifacts, document
analysis, and observer’s notes. Using four sources provided triangulation which, in turn, enabled
a high level of validity in this study.
Accuracy in recording, transcribing, and coding data is of high importance. The validity
of the study relied on accuracy at every step. I achieved a high level of accuracy through a
process of checks and double checks performed by myself, my chairperson, as well as an editor,
throughout this research.
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Conclusion and Reflection
This qualitative research study regarded the most influential experiences of highly
successful students. Looking through the lens of pragmatic and constructivist approaches, I
sought to uncover the common influences in the academic lives of valedictorians. Through data
collection of interviews with valedictorians graduating in the past 10 years, artifacts, document
analysis of valedictorian speeches, and observers notes, I achieved triangulation which provided
validity to this research.
Limited research on the topic of valedictorians exists in academic literature. Much of the
recent scholarly research literature fails to address the factors contributing to the success of
valedictorians. These students represent an untapped resource for school improvement.
Ultimately, I hope to contribute to the research which is used in PK-12 education to improve
academic scores and diminish the achievement gap.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS
Influences in the Lives of Valedictorians
The purpose of this case study research included an investigation of experiences in top
high school graduates and what made them successful in their PK-12 academic learning
environments. Identifying factors in their educational experiences most influential for their
success may contribute to improved learning environments for all students. I conducted 15
interviews with 15 valedictorians from various backgrounds. Selected students came from rural,
suburban, and urban settings. They varied in ethnic backgrounds as well as socio-economic
status. Participants attended public, private, and charter schools. The wide variance in
demographics provided for inclusion of many different experiences in my findings. I used the
following questions to guide my research:
1. How do top high school graduates—also known as valedictorians—in the Midwest
Region of the United States describe their educational journey and achievement
story?
2. What factors experienced in PK-12 learning environments proved most influential to
their success?
Multiple themes emerged through the process of interviewing, coding, and data analysis. Those
themes included: Influences, personality traits, and adversities. A variety of influences in a
students’ life contributed to the development of their personal qualities. (See Appendix H.)
Personal qualities are characteristics which define how a person approaches life situations. With
these qualities valedictorians overcame obstacles in their personal and academic lives. All
students encounter obstacles and difficulties. However, as seen in this chapter, these
valedictorian students used what they learned from the influences in their lives to develop
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characteristics needed to not only overcome obstacles but to excel academically through the
highs and lows of living (see Figure 3).
Figure 2
Theme

Influences

Personal
Qualities

Adversities

In this chapter, I address the influences in the lives of valedictorians which proved to
develop personal traits needed to persevere through difficult times while continuing to exceed
academic expectations. These influences include: Family, schools, faith, peers, and artifacts.
Family Influences
For these valedictorians, family influences included parents, grandparents, aunts, siblings,
and godparents. Extended family members often contributed to the voices of parents’
encouragement for educational values. Valedictorians named these influences as significant to
their academic success throughout their PK-12 experiences. Ellie learned to read before her
formal education began. She attributed much of her academic success to her mother’s help. She
explained,
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I think if you're looking for keys to success, the biggest two that I would say have been
my parents’ support, and then that I've always really liked to read … because I think that
that really helps with academic success.
Each of the 15 participants first described their parents and families as significant influences in
their academic success. Ellie described her upbringing,
Starting from a really young age, my mom would read to me, and my dad would work on
like math things with me, so we did a lot. They've never put any pressure on me to do
well or anything like that, but I know they have high expectations, and because of that
I've always had high expectations for myself. I think that has really helped me to be
successful. So, they've always been very supportive and they kind of piqued my interest
in learning, from a young age. So, when I was little, I would ask so many questions, and
they would be very patient and answer all my questions. They’ve always encouraged me
to want to learn, beyond just getting good grades.
All the valedictorians interviewed agreed parents played a significant role in their academic
success. Gloria also named her older sister as supportive while Logan identified siblings as
having a strong influence on his achievements. Laura described her relationship with her godmother as her informal first teacher crediting her with an excellent start to her academic career.
Finally, Vicki and Gabriella described grandparents as highly influential in their academic
endeavors.
Twelve of the 15 participants described their family life as a two-parent household. Those
12 include: Matt, Kevin, Gabriella, Abigail, Logan, Laura, Dennis, Joanne, Gloria, Ellie, Bea,
and Vicki. In all those cases, the students with close relationships with their mother had support
in their education in multiple ways. Many fathers played a significant role in the education and
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encouragement of these highly successful children, as well. Bea explained, “I would say like the
way I was raised, lead me to succeed.” Gabriella expanded on that idea,
[regarding] grades, my mom wanted me to perform how she knew I could perform. She
wouldn't have been any less proud of me if I would have come out with a 3.5 than I did,
if I came out with a 4.0 because she's like, “you just need to perform as best as you can
perform.” So, like having that confidence in me.
With the absence of pressure for specific grades, these students felt the confidence to accomplish
their personal best with the support of parents.
For the three valedictorians who came from single parent households, Maria, Lisa, and
Ellen, their mother was their primary care giver. Each of these students also described education
as a high priority as well. Maria described her upbringing,
I’ve always found education really important. It’s something that was engrained in me
since I was really little so I can’t talk about specific moments. But I guess for my whole
life my parents have always cultivated this idea that knowledge is power. And I really
took that to heart.
Whether in single or two parent households, valedictorians experienced support from families to
accomplish academic endeavors to the best of their ability. Throughout life’s ups and downs, all
15 valedictorians named at least one family member they could rely on for encouragement.
These family members provided different levels of help at each point in the students’ academic
lives. However, students reported the emotional support and expectations of family members got
them through difficult times especially when reminded of positive early learning experiences
(see Table 1).
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Table 2
Family Influences
Valedictorians

Abigail
Bea
Dennis
Ellen
Ellie
Gabriella
Gloria
Joanne
Kevin
Laura
Lisa
Logan
Maria
Matt
Vicki

Family
Support
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

Early
Learning
Experiences
x

x

x
x

x
x

Verbalized
Family
Expectations
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

Early Learning
Participants described early learning as learning experiences prior to their formal
education except Bea, whose formal education began at age two while living in Africa. Some of
those experiences extended into the primary grades of kindergarten through second grade. Each
of the 15 participants had parents who promoted academic success.
Six participants, Matt, Kevin, Bea, Ellie, Vicki, and Laura recalled early learning
experiences through parents, or in Laura’s case her god-parent, who read to them or worked on
academics prior to their first official school experience (see Table 1). Matt recalled a regular
event in his life as his father would come home from work and spend time reading the Harry
Potter series (J.K. Rowling) to him at the age of three. Kevin spoke of “all kinds of learning
activities” that played a role in a head-start to his formal education. Most valedictorians looked
back fondly on memories of their early learning experiences. However, not all their early
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learning experiences were appreciated at those young ages. Only reflecting on the experiences
years later, made them grateful. Bea said,
My mom … gave me like these materials to do extra work and stuff, back then I hated
them but right now I can see why she did them because it helped me build this big
foundation that can help me succeed in the life because the foundation is the most
important.
All valedictorians named above felt their early learning gave them an upper hand and confidence
in their academic skills. Although they may not have shown appreciation at the time,
valedictorians looked back on those experiences and saw how they cultivated a culture of
learning. At some point in their academic lives, these students reflected on these activities to gain
confidence and review family expectations.
Family Expectations
The expectations from families promoted a mindset of success. Families often gave voice
to these expectations for regular reminders to students (see Table 1). Families originally taught
and promoted these expectations from an early age. All valedictorians interviewed came from
families which verbally reminded the children of the value of education. Each of these families
promoted education in their own way. Kevin’s parents prioritized academic activities first above
other pursuits. Kevin explained, “They [parents] always stressed that schoolwork would come
first before free time.” Those priorities also included personal characteristics like dedication to a
team as a high priority. Kevin further explained the values passed down to him included
excellence in academics, dedication to team sports, then fun times with friends. Ellen described
her family’s priority of education as house rules which, “were more of moral things like what's
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right, what's wrong, how to treat people with kindness, patience and like manners, but not
necessarily specific traits [like grades] that they were trying to build within us.”
Families gradually relinquished authority and support of academic priorities as the
student showed evidence of internalizing these expectations while remaining available when
needed. Dennis believed his motivation to do well in school allowed his parents to “kind of pull
away.” He recalled they, “let me work and maintain my grades, that kind of didn’t mean that
they didn’t care as much, they just knew that they didn’t have to press me.” Joanne explained her
mother’s role in her academic and personal life, “When I needed her support emotionally and
academically, she would always be there to help me and be there for me and encouraged me
when I needed the encouragement.” Lisa further expressed the dynamics of her home life that
supported academic attainment.
Everyone mostly in my immediate family, they’re kind of all academics, not that I felt
any pressure from them because they never pressured me. I felt like I was really
comfortable, trying to do that work, and put in the work, because I'd seen people around
me doing it for years.
Lisa, Gloria, and Vicki described their family expectations as more of a way of life. Parents in
these families lived their lives engulfed in their own learning on an informal level. They served
as role models for their children.
Grandparents, aunts, siblings, and even a godmother were named as encouragers of
academic success. Their influence ranged from encouragers, academic helpers, and even
providers of educational trips. Two students, Vicki and Gloria, were granted a trip but also
tasked with researching a place in the world where they could join a short-term volunteer effort
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to improve living conditions for others. In each case, valedictorians expressed gratitude when
they looked back to the time and effort others put into helping them succeed.
All valedictorians described family conversations emphasizing the fundamental
importance of education in all aspects of life. Dennis exemplified this point saying,
My parents really wanted me to be academically successful. They kind of said like being
successful in that way is like the key to financial freedom, [and] emotional freedom, all
these things. And, they also would talk about like, “Make sure you keep your grades up,”
or “Make sure you're trying to read the lesson ahead before you go into the class.”
Kevin agreed his family stressed the importance of educating himself. He recalled parents
checked in with him often regarding grades. Their expectation included completing work for the
following grade level during summer vacations.
Families gave this type of advice or communicated their expectations throughout most of
the students’ grade-school years. As parents observed students’ internalizing these expectations
and carrying them out without reminders, families allowed students to take the lead, and reduced
or stopped the verbal reminders of expectations. However, families also relied on school
influences to promote academic success.
School Influences
The components of school influences for the purposes of this study include teachers and
other school personnel, school and class-sizes, curriculum, academic choices, grades,
opportunities for achievement, special projects and programs, school quality, and extracurricular
activities (see Table 2 School Influences Important to Valedictorians). Because school influences
extended into these homes as such a high priority, schools and teachers gained considerable
influence in the lives of these students. Participants described the bulk of their teachers as great
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educators who exemplified positive influence on their academic understanding and interest in
learning. One such example included Matt’s description of his elementary teachers challenging
him academically by giving him higher level work because they knew he could do it. Matt often
felt honored and noticed when teachers called him out in this way.
Table 3

x

x
x

x

x
x

x

x
x
x

x
x
x
x

x
x
x

x
x
x

x
x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x
x

School Quality
x

x

x
x

Projects / Programs

x
x

x

Achievements

Grades

Learning Style

x

Choice

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

Accurate Curriculum

School or Class Size

Abigail
Bea
Dennis
Ellen
Ellie
Gabriella
Gloria
Joanne
Kevin
Laura
Lisa
Logan
Maria
Matt
Vicki

Teacher Connection

Valedictorians

School Influences Important to Valedictorians

x

x

x
x

x
x
x

x

x

Teachers
All 15 valedictorians gave credit to outstanding teachers. When asked about
characteristics of the most influential teachers, valedictorians described people who cared
enough to go above and beyond the scope of their jobs as educators. Ellie described her favorite
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teachers, “They're also personally connected beyond academics. I think that helps because then
it's easier to relate to what they're teaching if you like them as a person.” Ellen explained how
important tolerance in teaching was in her view.
[Teachers] I valued the most were those that were the most open and accepting to other
identities, beliefs, cultures, and who are still willing to teach their point of view but do it
in a very safe, respectful way. I think, regardless of how much teachers are trained to
teach a certain way like, they're still human. They still bring their own biases to the table.
And those who are willing to put those aside and work with students with the intention of
getting them to learn a certain thing, I think is pretty cool.
These examples from valedictorians told the value of teachers who teach beyond their subject
area. Valedictorians described teachers who were willing to connect on a personal level with
their students no matter the background of the students they teach.
Figure 3 illustrates the outstanding adjectives and characteristics the valedictorians used
to describe their PK-12 teachers. The use of the words “encouraging” and “helpful” occurred 14
times each, while “pushed me to excel” occurred 13 times. These encompass the top words to
participants used to describe teachers.
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Figure 3
Valedictorians’ Description of K-12 Teachers

Note. Word Clouds increase the size of the words and phrases each time a word or phrase
repeated, so the largest words and phrases most frequently occurred in interviews by
valedictorians in describing their teachers.
None of the valedictorians described their favorite teachers as easy. Rather, teachers who
had difficult curriculum and made strong connections with students, demonstrating they really
cared, fell into that category of favorite teachers. Teachers who were especially good at their
trade made the list of favorites as well. Kevin expanded on this idea, “[the teacher] was able to
describe these really in-depth concepts and in ways that were very approachable.”
Five of the 15 valedictorians including Abigail, Joanne, Gabriella, Vicki, and Gloria also
included specialist and world language teachers as their favorites. These educators often taught
students for several years so the relationship between teacher and student developed over the
course of many years. This longevity helped students develop long-term relationships with adults
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in their schools. Relationship was one of the factors students brought up most often about their
teachers. Maria elaborated,
I was able to share what was going on in my life outside of school [with my teacher]. [I
shared] what was going on at home and they were very supportive of that. And I really
appreciated that. I found school to be a safe space. So, the teachers that were around me
were very nice to me.
Maria attributed her feeling of safety in school to relationships such as this one. When things
were difficult at home, she knew she could lean on teachers for consistent support and comfort.
Being socially comfortable with teachers was not the only factor which affected students.
Valedictorians reported teachers who knew their students well academically encouraged those
students not working up to their potential, to step up their effort. Four valedictorians named
teachers with academic knowledge of their students, as significant to their success. Those
students include: Abigail, Matt, Logan, and Ellen. Abigail explained, “the teachers specifically
know what your strengths are [and] what your weaknesses are. I think they all did a really good
job at helping you excel in your strengths. But they also make your weaknesses, not so weak.”
Matt agreed teachers’ knowledge of his academic capabilities promoted growth in him. He
expounded “There were times where I certainly needed some pushing, like ‘you can do better
than this. You shouldn’t just be shooting for what you think is going to make me give you an A.
You should be challenging yourself.” Upon hearing this type of encouragement from teachers,
Matt embraced the more difficult assignments knowing his teachers believed in him.
Teachers who showed evidence of getting to know students on an academic and personal
level showed greater impact on students’ academic and social lives. Logan received a personal
letter from a teacher expressing faith in him and support for his academics. Logan indicated this
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letter had significant value to him as a learner. In many cases those relationships built between
students and teachers outlasted the students’ stay in that school. Valedictorians expressed a
significant impact on their lives from teacher relationships.
School/Class Size
Students named both class size and school size as factors which effected their academic
success. In each case, smaller class size and smaller school size appeared to be a positive
influence for valedictorians. Five of the 15 participants flagged class size and school size as
contributing to their academic success. Each of the five valedictorian students including Logan,
Abigail, Gabriella, Ellen, and Maria indicated smaller classes and schools provided for more
expected participation, hands-on lessons and deeper class discussions. Logan explained,
I think one of the important things with the small classes is that they encourage
participation. It wasn't always just lectures as it was teaching and things that the students
could interact with and talk with each other and maybe learn through participation. I
think that was a huge piece of my learning.
Valedictorians expressed the expectation for students to participate is stronger with a smaller
group. Teachers also manage hands-on lessons with more ease when fewer students were
involved, according to valedictorians. These factors influenced students’ academics in a positive
way.
Accurate Curriculum
As defined by valedictorians, accurate curriculum consists of historical teachings which
encompass points of view beyond the White, Eurocentric perspectives of many textbooks. Two
students called out the need for accurate curriculum, especially in U.S. history classes. The two,
Ellen and Laura, acknowledged many of the current history books were written with just one
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point of view and neglected to tell the historic facts from a non-White perspective. Laura
explained, “different events [were taught] and it's all written by the same White guy, which does
not give you a good perspective into what actually happened.” Both students were educated in
urban settings and learned to question the authenticity of texts specific to American history
classes.
Choice
Choices, as identified by valedictorians, pertained to how much input students had in
their academic lives regarding class selection and assignment options. The ability to make
decisions regarding school related options proved to be a significant factor in student’s
education. Six of the 15 participants including Matt, Gloria, Ellie, Vicki, Kevin, and Abigail
expressed how the ability to make choices in their education contributed to their success.
Whether that be deciding on which level of class to take (honors or accelerated classes vs.
regular level class) or choices in how they exhibit mastery of a concept. Ellie clarified, “So for
me it's always been kind of when we're given some freedom to learn on our own and then turn
something in, like a paper or a project. I think that's when I've been most successful.” Having
choice in educational endeavors made students feel they owned their education. Students were
more likely to do well when they felt this type of investment. Different learning styles may have
also played a part in the increased success when given choice.
Learning Style
Learning style refers to the intake and processing information. Newton and Miah (2017)
explained learning styles includes categorizing learners according to their preferred method of
receiving information such as visually or auditorily. Teaching students using their preferred style
may result in increased learning. One school from which I interviewed two valedictorians, Bea
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and Laura, annually inventory students’ learning style. Each student, as well as their teachers,
knows their best learning style. Assignments are given to students based on their learning style.
When in AP classes where learning style was not considered, students from this school found
their own supplemental material from which to learn. In addition, the students shared those
materials with others whom they knew to have similar learning styles. Four other valedictorians
from different schools with no formal inventory of learning styles, recognized approaches to
optimize learning. Those students included Ellie, Gloria, Laura, and Maria. Working within their
preferred learning styles gave students the ability to express themselves in the way they felt most
comfortable. In addition, their confidence increased when learning within their best style.
Student confidence may affect student grades.
Grades
The deciding factors attributing to students’ grades include assignments, tests, and
participation. Online portals give students access to their current grades in each class. Transcripts
given to colleges reflect students’ grades. However, only 8 of the 15 valedictorians said grades
were a motivating factor throughout their educational careers. Matt, Gloria, Joanne, Kevin,
Gabriella, Abigail, and Ellen expressed good grades motivated them so they put pressure on
themselves to achieve those good grades. Matt explained, “I always wanted to have the best
grades.” One student, Dennis, mentioned his parents pushed academic success with grades being
the evidence of that success. Dennis also explained teachers in their schools pushed for good
grades. Three of those surveyed, Logan, Bea, and Laura explained grades were initially
important either to them or the adults in their lives. However, at some point they recognized
making academic learning a priority over grades reduced anxiety and made learning more
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enjoyable. They continued to experience the same excellent grades but with less stress and more
joy in learning. This joy makes personal achievements so much more satisfying.
Personal Achievements
Looking back over the course of their PK-12 education, participants expressed the
importance of past achievements in their lives. Eleven valedictorians—Gloria, Lisa, Matt, Kevin,
Maria, Joanne, Ellen, Bea, Vicki, Logan, and Dennis—attributed their success in high school to
their early start or elementary learning. Vicki, Gloria, Matt, and Kevin stated early learning at
home before kindergarten or during early elementary years factored into the development of their
successful mindset and academic advancements. Gloria said,
a lot of it is growth and developing the idea of what it is to have an academic life, kind of
going from early childhood into [elementary] learning. Being really encouraged to do
things like read and get excited about that kind of thing early on.
Lisa concurred early elementary teachers are very influential in building success-oriented
mindsets. Achievement in early years provided students with a grounded feeling that they were
capable of similar successes in later years.
Eight of the valedictorians—Matt, Gloria, Ellen, Ellie, Bea, Vicki, Logan, and Dennis—
expressed how their past achievements gave them the confidence needed to get through difficult
times later on. Matt remembered,
Especially when it came to writing [and] when it came to analytically reading, those are
skills that I very much feel like I had going into high school and really was able to just
lean on. I think a lot of that came from my middle school experience. You know again
especially the History Day project.
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During times of doubt or low motivation, these students looked back on their early achievements
and gained confidence from the feeling of success, giving them the desire to tackle new learning.
New learning abounded in special projects and programs.
Projects and Programs
Students across the nation are exposed to large projects and programs. Like the National
History Day (NHD) project Matt described in the last section, valedictorians believed larger
projects and special programs were significant factors which contributed to their success.
Students reporting these programs played significant roles in their academic lives included Matt,
Logan, and Gloria who participated in the NHD project. NHD is a nation-wide program for
middle and high school students based on historical research. Students learn about a topic, make
interpretations, and choose how to report on their findings. The project culminates with a school,
regional, state, and national competition (NHD.org, n.d.).
Maria, Joanne, Lisa, and Vicki chose to take part in the International Baccalaureate
program (IB). International Baccalaureate program contains a series of projects and assessments
which dive into metacognition, self-directed research, and service projects. Students earn an IB
diploma if they pass all requirements. Kevin participated in a high school mentoring program
which gave high schoolers access to a professional in the career of their choice. Kevin and his
mentor designed and completed a large project together based on his choice of study;
engineering. Students appreciated the ability to make choices in big projects. Gloria explained,
“[I like] being able to do projects where you have some more choice because then everyone can
bring in kind of whatever they're interested in.” Gloria continued to explain how projects raised
her confidence.
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[I] put out this whole board. [The project] was something that has really stood out to me
like even if it wasn't actually the best project ever it was something where I really
pushing myself. Working in a group and putting all that together, I felt a great sense of
accomplishment when I did that.
Each of the students felt these projects or programs contributed to their success both through
academic learning and gaining confidence to complete a project of this magnitude. Not all
schools offer each of these programs. This may lead to public opinion of school quality.
School Quality
The quality of the school was another factor mentioned by seven of the students
interviewed—Kevin, Ellen, Matt, Maria, Bea, Logan, Abigail. Three of the valedictorians,
Kevin, Ellen, and Logan stated their parents chose their schools intentionally. The top reason for
the choice was the reputation of the school and how it ranked academically. Ellen stated, “It
always ranked really highly academically in the state and country.” Three students, Matt, Maria,
and Abigail told how they went to schools which did not have good reputations, but they loved
their schools just the same. Maria explained how she felt she received more attention at her
lower-ranking school than during her short stay at a higher-ranking school. Regardless of the
schools’ low rankings and reputations, each of these students had good rapport with teachers and
found the staff helpful beyond what was expected. Matt described experiences at schools which
were at opposite ends of that spectrum. Matt expanded on his opposing experiences, “Having
gone to schools that were described as underperforming, having gone to schools that people
would describe as excellent, I didn’t have a very different experience academically between
them.”
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Student experiences in high- and low-ranking schools were similar when it came to
teacher attention and making connections. In each case, these connections to school personnel
and peers were more important to student success than the school rank, according to
valedictorians. No matter the school quality, valedictorians involved themselves outside of
school as well.
Extra-Curricular Activities
Most schools offer extra-curricular activities outside of the regular school day. Extracurricular activities students participated in include clubs, drama, sports, and volunteer work. As
seen in Table 1, all 15 valedictorians interviewed participated in extra-curricular activities filling
their time outside of the school day with activities to satisfy their interests. Fourteen of the 15
students participated in multiple extra-curricular activities. Logan, who chose only one extracurricular activity, took that to extra lengths. He played or practiced hockey all year and
currently plays on a professional junior hockey team while in college. Table 3 shows the
activities in which each valedictorian participated.
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Table 4
Activities Selected for Participation by Valedictorians
Clubs

Theatre

Sports

Volunteer

Community
Activism

Baseball
Captain***
Hockey/
Soccer
/Badminton

Matt
Kevin

Music

National
Honor
Society

Piano/
Guitar

Maria
Gabriella
/

Abigail

Logan
Laura

Volleyball/
Basketball/
Softball/
Track
Basketball/
Softball/
Basketball

/

National
Honor
Society

Hockey
World of
French

/
***

Dennis
Joanne

Ellen

Lisa
Gloria

Robotics
Japanese
Language

Soccer

Recycle
club *
**
***
Shades of
Brown
Race to
Justice
Green
Team***

/

/

Library

Volleyball
/Basketball
Caption***
Badminton

Ellie
Bea

Vicki

Black
Lives
Matter
Nationally

Ski Team

Ran the
Backstage

/Arc/
Volunteer in
America

National
Honor
Society
Piano

Church volunteer,
Teach SS,
US Bank volunteer,
Writer’s room and
Advisory Board***

/

Piano
Dance
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Note. Symbols used in Table 3 indicate special circumstances. Symbols for these special
conditions are as follows: activities occurring through grant opportunities are indicated by *, **
signifies initiating the activity, *** represents holding a leadership role, and / denotes
participation. For example, the asterisk for Matt, Dennis, Ellen, Gloria, and Ellie indicates a
leadership position in this area. The hashtag denotes that Ellen started the recycling club and the
exclamation mark signifies she wrote a grant to fund the club.
Looking at Table 3, 14 of the 15 valedictorians played some type of sport. That included
all students except Lisa. Students indicated sports helped them develop time management skills
which were academically advantageous. Logan explained,
I think hockey has been a massive part of my academic career actually. The reason I say
that is because the busier I got, it felt like the more time I had. Whenever I was in the heat
of hockey season, and things were incredibly busy, is when I was getting my most work
done academically. I think that's just because it really forced me to stay on track, forced
me to really be disciplined with my time which was a lesson that I kind of had to learn
early on.
Additional advantages to playing sports included a physical outlet for stress and practice working
with others. Ellie stated,
Sports have taught me a lot about leadership and teamwork and kind of communicating
with different types of people. I think academically, you learn how to work hard….
Sports give you a skill of working with other people. That’s been very helpful because
you work with people in all different aspects of your life and learning to be a teammate,
and also be coached, have been useful in other areas, too.
Abigail, however, felt sports could easily become an obstacle to her academic achievement due
to the extended time involved in the extra-curricular endeavors. Other activities took time from
academics including part time employment.
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Employment
Students across the country secure employment during the school year. They work after
school on weekends and during the summers. Along with maintaining a high GPA,
valedictorians also acquired part time employment. Matt, Kevin, Maria, Gabriella, Abigail,
Laura, Joanne, Lisa, Gloria, Ellie, Bea, Ellen, and Vicki worked a part-time job during high
school. Of the 13, Gabriella added she worked two jobs simultaneously during her high school
years. Three students, Maria, Ellie, and Bea only worked weekends and summers so their
employment would not conflict with school or extracurricular activities. Logan explained his
time was divided between school and hockey, leaving no time for a job. Dennis did not specify
whether or not he secured employment during his high school years. Overwhelmingly,
valedictorians juggled their schedule to include many extra-curricular activities including
employment, all while maintaining excellent grades. Other aspects of students’ lives may include
faith and faith-based organizations.
Faith
Faith pertains to believing in a higher power. Six of the 15 valedictorians—Bea, Abigail,
Logan, Dennis, Ellen, and Ellie—mentioned faith as an influence in their lives. The six students
attended public, charter, and private schools. Each student expressed their faith was helpful in
giving them direction, especially through challenging times. Bea kept an image of an archangel
in her pocket during tests and demanding situations. She explained, “I'm closer to like my
religion, so it made me accomplish a lot more in my academic life because you know I have God
on my side.” Dennis and Ellie viewed life through a different lens. They felt gifts and talents
must be seen as a gift from God and therefore needed to be used to their fullest potential. In each
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case, these students relied on their faith to get them through difficult times. Peers can also be
helpful in getting students through struggles.
Peers
Peers influenced the academic and social/emotional lives of each of the interviewees.
Thirteen valedictorians described how they surrounded themselves with likeminded peers. Those
students included: Matt, Kevin, Gabriella, Logan, Laura, Dennis, Joanne, Ellen, Lisa, Gloria,
Ellie, Bea, and Vicki. For these students, their closest friends possessed an academically oriented
mindset.
Each of these students formed study groups or leaned on each other for academic help.
Even for the most competitive personalities, they felt working together was mutually beneficial.
Gloria described a volleyball team grouped together on the bleachers between games according
to current homework demands. These students worked out problems and asking questions of
each other even during the distractions of a game in a noisy gym. Joanne, Kevin, and Vicki told
of long phone calls, zoom sessions, texts, or group chats between groups of friends based on
similar classes. Gloria added some groups even frequented coffee shops for a change of pace in
their learning environment. However, the conversations and peer support for academic success
remained the same. According to Bea, students would independently seek additional resources
for information related to class and share amongst peers with similar learning styles.
These pods of learning communities supported each other socially and academically.
That was not to say friendly competition did not exist amongst students in supportive groups of
classmates. Matt described how friendly competition evoked a willingness to put in extra time
and effort. Competition will be further discussed in Chapter Five.
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Regarding the two students, Abigail and Maria, who did not have the advantage of casual
learning communities with peers, friends were still important. For each of these valedictorians,
friends provided a needed escape from the stresses of life and academia. Friends supported the
valedictorians by understanding that schoolwork was an important part of their lives. Even if that
mentality was not shared by the peer, it was respected. However, both valedictorians painted a
different picture of what it was like to be at the top of their class. They each described a life of
academic silos. They leaned on their teachers for help but did not have academic support from
peers. Interestingly, both schools named only one valedictorian who was the highest achieving
student in the class. Other valedictorians came from schools which supported a valedictorian title
for anyone reaching a GPA of 4.0.
Artifacts
Peers were a much more influential factor than artifacts. I realized, when speaking to
valedictorians, these 15 people from different types of schools, divergent backgrounds, living in
different settings, and socio-economic levels all struggled with the idea of artifacts as important
factors in their academic lives. Physical items had little effect on valedictorians’ success.
However, valedictorians discussed some interesting artifacts worth noting. Figure 4
displays a collage of some artifacts which students indicated had some effect on their academic
lives.
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Figure 4
Academically Significant Artifacts

Bea carried what she called, Misle Siel, which were images of holy beings, in a pocket to
help her remember that God is with her through all times. Lisa used her phone as an important
artifact. The phone acted as a symbol and means of staying connected with peers, even through a
pandemic. Another artifact Lisa turned to when feeling the stress of life was a favorite book,
Night Circus by Aaron Morgenstern, which she described as a “warm hug.” Being a curious
researcher, I picked up the book myself. This science fiction novel involves characters in a
circus. I found it very entertaining; however, it did not contain advise on dealing with stress or
academic challenges. Instead, it acted as an escape from current life struggles.
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On that same note, Gloria named her house plants as artifacts which influenced her
academics. She found plants to be soothing and relaxing to be around. Additionally, Gloria
learned responsibility in taking care of living things, which needed her to survive. Logan referred
to his favorite study spot as an artifact which had bearing on his academic life. He described this
spot as a quiet place,
I just knew that when I was there it was time to study. And so, I think that really, really
helped me stay on track and stay focused so that when I was doing homework there's no
distractions. The biggest thing was, it allowed me to be really efficient. It also allowed
me to be completely focused while I was learning. I found that learning when you're
completely focused, [with] no distractions and no multitasking was probably the best type
of learning.
In addition, Vicki carried a pliable eraser through difficult tests. She explained fidgeting with it
helped her relax while still a useful tool in any testing situation. Dennis claimed academic and
athletic recognition certificates as his artifacts. He described them as reminder of the excited
feeling when hearing his name called out at the award ceremonies, “I feel like my serotonin
levels were off the charts every time my name was called.” He often privately competed to have
his name called the most for award certificates. As years wore on, he found new reasons to get
excited about receiving awards. He recalled,
I use it as like a statement piece … Sometimes I’d like have my hair picked out. Like,
“Oh the kid with the afro can be up there and like he's beating like my kid” … I wanted
to let them know that [it] doesn't really matter what you look like when you [succeed].
Dennis was aware of his role as a model for other students and their parents. He worked to
debunk stereotypes based on appearance.
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Gloria mentioned constant checking of Gradebook as the artifact which she turned to
most often. Gradebook is a web-based platform where students can view their grades for
assignments and tests as an up-to-date account of their progress in each class. She went on to
say, “My friends and I would joke about compulsively checking it [Gradebook] to see what
things were [posted] even when we knew it didn't really matter [because] it probably wouldn't
have been updated yet.” Gloria’s continuous logging into Gradebook explains the importance of
grades in her academic life.
One final artifact worth mentioning came from Joanne. These artifacts were more of a
testament to her appreciation of her teachers. At the end of each year, Joanne wrote personal,
handwritten letters to the teachers who meant the most to her. She explained how helpful they
were and how much their contributions meant to her. She said looking forward to what she
would write in these personal notes kept her going through tough times.
Beyond these items, the valedictorians interviewed did not identify tangible items holding
significant meaning to their learning. Ellen explained it best when she spoke of moving from one
state to the next. Essentially, Ellen packed few items beyond clothing because there were not
many things which had meaning. Instead, she found meaning in people and memories she had
developed. Ellie added her faith was another factor which had far more meaning than any
physical item.
Conclusion
Family, school, employment, faith, peers, and artifacts affected top students in positive
ways. Families and school personnel walked children through educational experiences including
many success stories. Employment caused students to manage their time well. Faith, peers, and
artifacts supported children in a variety of ways to achieve their standing as exceptional students.
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All these influences contributed to the personal traits of valedictorians which made each student
successful. In the next chapter, I discuss the personal traits each student used to describe
themselves. Valedictorians developed these qualities through the influences in their lives. They
recognized these qualities as contributing to their academic success.

95
CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS: PERSONAL QUALITIES
Each of the participants exhibited and discussed various personal qualities. Many
common qualities existed among valedictorians (see Table 4, Personal Qualities). Personal
qualities contributed to students’ academic standing as well as affected their future choices. In
this chapter, I discuss the most common personal qualities shared among valedictorians. (See
Appendix I.) These qualities included mindset and how to continue to learn when interest runs
low. I also explore personality and anxiety vs. personal best. I shared findings on siblings with
different approaches. In addition, I addressed attitude, initiative, effort, curiosity, confidence, the
joy of learning, habits, and routines. One strong correlation between valedictorians involved a
strong mindset.
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Table 5

x

x

Habits / Routines

x

Joy of Learning

Type-A Personality

Time Management

Anxieties
x

Confidence

x

x

Effort / Curiosity

x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

Initiative

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

Positive Attitude

Abigail
Bea
Dennis
Ellen
Ellie
Gabriella
Gloria
Joanne
Kevin
Laura
Lisa
Logan
Maria
Matt
Vicki

Low Interest

Mindset

Valedictorians

Personal Qualities

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
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x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
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x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x

x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x

x
x
x
x

Mindset
“Our achievements of today are but the sum total of our thoughts of yesterday. You are
today where the thoughts of yesterday have brought you and you will be tomorrow where the
thoughts of today take you” (Pascal, n.d.). Maria shared this quote to demonstrate her
understanding of the connectedness of our thoughts and actions over time. She often returned to
this quote to redirect her mindset, believing it profoundly affected her future.
The valedictorians all approached the question of mindset differently. Seven
valedictorians came across as more outgoing and outwardly confident. Those seven include:
Matt, Ellen, Vicki, Kevin, Logan, Dennis, Joanne. This was apparent in my notes on confidence
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in voice, voice volume, and tone as well as demeanor in approaching each topic. Meanwhile,
Maria, Gloria, Bea, Abigail, Gabriella, Laura, Ellie, and Lisa all appeared reserved with a quiet
grit. In either case, one common theme woven throughout every interview. Each valedictorian
possessed the desire to do well in school. Not one of the students interviewed described a title of
valedictorian as their overall academic goal. Eight valedictorians—Vicki, Logan, Dennis, Maria,
Bea, Lisa, Laura, and Ellie—did not even have straight A’s as their goal. Rather, these students
expressed a need to just do their best through most of their academic lives. However, as they
neared graduation and realized valedictorian was a possibility, each student pushed toward that
new goal.
The formation of mindset for each of the valedictorians began at a young age. Parents
first helped to develop and cultivate a mindset of achievement through the focus on effort.
Vicki’s parents used her interests as a young child to develop her academic growth even before
she was old enough for school. The strong promotion and modeling of effort and curiosity
through conversation and experiences were a part of her daily life.
Logan added that as he grew, he found a likeminded friend group interested in
performing their best in school. This mindset of eager learning proved contagious. He learned the
sooner he understood what each teacher was looking for, the more he could apply the correct
strategies for success. These thoughts on teacher objectives were shared throughout his friend
group. Like Logan, Joanne also had a positive mindset.
Growth Mindset
A middle school math teacher introduced Joanne to the idea of growth mindset. Carol
Dweck (2016) defined growth mindset as:
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Individuals who believe their talents can be developed (through hard work, good
strategies, and input from others) have a growth mindset. They tend to achieve more than
those with a more fixed mindset (those who believe their talents are innate gifts). This is
because they worry less about looking smart and they put more energy into learning.
(para. 2)
The idea that the amount of effort put forth is connected to the learning outcome, resonated with
Joanne. She applied this mindset to other academic areas as well as extracurricular activities. She
said, “When I was able to work really hard for something at school and I was able to succeed at
it, I liked the feeling that came with that, the feeling of fulfillment and pride.” This, in turn,
motivated her to carry a growth mindset into more areas of her life. Joanne often reflected on this
metacognitive thinking which helped her to aim high.
Goal Oriented Drive: Aiming High
Maria and Gabriella agreed goals drove them to do their best. Maria described herself: “I
just have always been this person that has wanted to achieve everything that I can achieve.” She
set her goals high and strived to achieve them. She exemplified this with her original high school
goal of being a lawyer, then realized advancing to a judge would be more rewarding. Gabriella
added “The more I've learned … the more it's made me want to keep going, instead of like
burning out. I feel like it just drives me forward. The better you do, like the more you want it.”
In her farewell speech at graduation, Gabriella added, “The things that seem impossible can be
accomplished with a good work ethic, some coffee from Wilson’s room, a lot of sweat and tears,
some good friends, [and] supportive family members.” Gabriella’s drive is self-propelling.
Advancement drives her to further achievements, with grit, she continually aims for higher goals.
While Gabriella is driven by her success, Ellen depended on herself for that drive.
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Self-Reliance
Ellen felt relying on self over others gave her the drive to achieve. She never waited
around for parents to tell her what she should do. She knew she needed to take control of her
own education. “Your mindset has to be that you're doing it, maybe not for yourself, but that you
have to rely on yourself to achieve it.” Ellen displayed signs of a self-starter. She organized and
initiated the Recycle Club at her school. Realizing funding was needed, she wrote a grant to
finance the endeavor. For Ellen, feeling the responsibility rest on her shoulders gave her the
drive to creatively fill a need and accomplish her leadership goals. The Recycle Club represented
a high interest for Ellen. However, Logan explained how he continued to achieve through low
interest areas.
Low Interest Strategies
Valedictorians possess a love of learning that drove them throughout their PK-12
education. However, it is inevitable for natural interest and curiosity run low. Logan explained
he worked at finding something in each class which interested him and learned as much as he
could in those areas. He proceeded to fill in the less interesting topics in each class by developing
strategies to connect the dots. These strategies differed from class to class. Matt also addressed
the problem of low interest in certain assignments. He described doing even those assignments to
the best of his ability to cultivate good habits for future work. No other valedictorians indicated a
low interest in schoolwork. They all found motivation to continue to learn in each subject area.
This motivation is best accompanied by the ability to manage time well.
Time Management
The struggle of learning how to manage time came up in all 15 interviews. Valedictorians
interviewed all indicated once they mastered the management of their own time, learning fell

100
into place. Those valedictorians who mastered time management earlier, leaned on that skill and
felt it served them well. Valedictorians who struggled with managing their time and learned it
later felt earlier learning of this skill would have saved them a lot of difficulties throughout their
PK-12 experiences. Although all valedictorians indicated time management was an on-going
endeavor of which they needed a constant awareness. Logan explained how time management
played a role in his education.
[When] I was in the heat of hockey season, and things were incredibly busy, is when I
was getting my most work done academically. And I think that's just because it really
forced me to stay on track, forced me to really be disciplined with my time [and]
prioritize school.
Logan’s best time management strategies fell into play when he had the most restraining
schedule. When his schedule allowed him more free time, his time management skills also
relaxed causing him more difficulty in completing assignments. This may not be an issue for
students with type-A personalities.
Type-A Personality
Two valedictorians, Ellen and Laura self-proclaimed as type-A personalities. They
described themselves as driven and involved in multiple activities. Healthline (2019) described
type-A personality: “Generally speaking, people with a type-A personality are often
characterized as being: driven, hardworking, determined to succeed. They’re often quick and
decisive, with a tendency to multitask. They may also experience high levels of stress” (para. 3).
More students may have these tendencies but did not characterize themselves explicitly as TypeA. Matt, Maria, Gabriella, Logan, Laura, Dennis, Joanne, Ellen, Lisa, Gloria, Ellie, Bea, and
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Vicki all said or inferred that challenges were difficult to turn down. This may be an indication
of a type-A personality in their drive for a personal best.
Anxiety vs. Personal Best
Three valedictorians—Laura, Joanne, and Ellen—explained how their anxiety played a
role in their achievement. Laura expressed her feelings of anxiety, “If I didn't feel like I got
something right, from a young age, I've always been like very stressed about … not getting the A
because I held myself to a standard.” As difficult as anxiety made life, it was a driving force for
achievement. However, each student felt allowing anxiety to drive their education was not a
sustainable practice. Other valedictorians like Logan and Abigail had a different approach.
Logan explained, “I just kind of learned to focus on the things I could control.” He went on to
say he could be satisfied with himself when he felt he was putting forth his best effort, no matter
the outcome. This practice reduced the stress of needing to earn an A at all costs. In addition, he
often found keeping his focus on learning was more enjoyable and the grade of A followed along
with his efforts. Abigail agreed and pushed herself to see how well she could do by just worked
toward a personal best while taking each moment one at a time.
Siblings with Different Approaches
Twelve of the 15 valedictorians were either the first or the only child: Matt, Kevin,
Maria, Gabriella, Logan, Laura, Joanne, Ellen, Lisa, Ellie, Bea, and Vicki. There was, however,
one set of siblings I interviewed, Gloria and Vicki. These siblings each had an older student to
look up to who was also a valedictorian. Gloria looked up to her big sister, Vicki. Both women
participated in this study. Vicki had a friend one year older who became valedictorian of her
class. This gave Vicki someone to look up to, as well. A significant difference between these
siblings was found in their approach to learning.
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Gloria
As the younger sister, Gloria always had her sister to look up to. Instead of having a
competitive relationship with her older sibling, Gloria found her big sister to be supportive in
every way. During one of the most challenging times in her PK-12 education, the pandemic,
Gloria’s older sister moved home due to her school’s transfer to distance learning. Gloria found
her relationship with her sister became even closer. Vicki was a close companion and contributed
help with academics as well as college applications.
Gloria was involved in volleyball and Green Team throughout her high school career,
even becoming a co-president during her senior year. She also found time to work a parttime job
and volunteer at a non-profit advocacy group for people with developmental or intellectual
disabilities. She also served as the service coordinator for the National Honor Society at her high
school.
Socialized instruction was Gloria’s best learning scenario. She preferred whole class
discussions where everyone was engaged. Doing homework alongside friends, whether in-person
or online, was also valuable time spent. Asking questions and explaining answers with peers
gave Gloria a deeper understanding of academic coursework. While distance learning through
the pandemic, Gloria found herself isolated from classmates, needing to work in isolation. This
was not her preferred learning style.
Big projects, such as history day and IB projects, were where Gloria found she shined the
most. These were also the times when she felt she learned the most. From a big picture
perspective, Gloria was less focused on details such as making sure to “cross each T and dot each
I” on her work. Instead, she paid attention to the larger view of learning. Gloria’s focus was on
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those big projects and important tests. She found having a broader focus on her education served
her well. Her sister, Vicki, had a different style.
Vicki
Gloria’s older sister, Vicki, also found success using a different approach to her
educational thinking. Vicki’s natural approach to learning also included social learning with
others. She fed off the curiosity of others and thrived on the give and take of information when
conversing with peers.
At a young age, Vicki found herself the subject of bullying, in large part due to her
enthusiasm for learning. After switching schools, she built a protective wall around herself by
refraining from social learning and becoming more independent in her work. Because of her
strong love of learning, Vicki soon excelled while working independently. Although this was not
her preferred method of learning, Vicki found it ultimately enhanced her flexibility in performing
well within a group setting or independently. Eventually, Vicki built a new group of trusted
friends and broke down those walls to move back to social learning. Examples of social learning
included doing homework together, choosing group projects over individual work, and having
conversations about academic curiosities with trusted peers.
Vicki described herself as a “detail person.” Her friends often refer to her as a walking
encyclopedia due to her knowledge and retrieval of random facts on a moment’s notice. Her
most notable topic of interesting facts includes animal trivia. Vicki’s anxieties caused her to pay
attention to details. She felt uncomfortable if she had not completed all assignments to the best of
her ability. She grew up giving 100% to everything she participated in which depleted her of
energy and time. Since then, Vicki decided her detailed personality needed some balance to
include taking care of her personal needs. She continued to enjoy learning for the sake of
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learning but acquired the skill of saying “no” or “wait” to those things which did not fit into her
schedule.
Upbringing of Vicki and Gloria
Both sisters credited their early childhood as promoting their enthusiasm for learning.
Their parents encouraged them to be curious and find answers to their questions. The family
culture included a true love of learning on any subject they found interesting. The two learned to
value dedication, commitment, strong work ethic, while employing resources to satisfy interests
and curiosities. Vicki and Gloria enjoyed daily reading with their parents during their early
childhood and elementary years. At the youngest ages, their parents read to them. Eventually,
that daily reading shifted into partner reading with the parent and child taking turns reading.
Finally, the children read to their parents each night.
Parents were not the only adults involved in the education of these girls. Each girl
described a strong relationship with at least one teacher as well as their grandparent’s constant
encouragement and involvement. Vicki described a relationship with a middle school teacher
who taught her how to think deeply about topics moving her from an elementary thinker to a
more mature learner. She continued her contact with this teacher even after her graduation from
college and the teacher’s retirement. Gloria talked about a high school art teacher she had all four
years of high school. Gloria found this art teacher encouraging and “really there for her
students.”
Grandparents of these sisters played another significant role in their lives. Throughout
their education, the girls knew the grandparents had high expectations regarding their effort in
school. The grandparents asked about school, especially the effort they put forth, on a regular
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basis. At the age of 16, each granddaughter was offered an educational trip to anywhere in the
world. The stipulations included:
•

The child had to plan the trip.

•

Consideration must be given to Grandparents’ physical limitations.

•

The trip needed to be based on helping others.

Both women felt their trip had lasting effects on them. Each chose to go to Kenya
through an organization which helps communities around the world in a variety of ways. Each
was able to add to the local community of their Kenya destination, in their own way and learn
about their personal topic of interest. These trips had a profound effect on Gloria’s and Vicki’s
attitude toward learning.
Positive Attitude
In her graduation speech, Maria told her classmates, “Regardless of everything we have
faced, put your head up high and laugh because the sky eventually clears up.” This is an example
of the positive attitude she and the other 14 valedictorians displayed throughout their interviews.
Having a positive attitude is a key factor in academic success according to Mazana et al. (2018).
This positive attitude was exemplified during my interview with Vicki. “I think that I can do well
on this test so I'm going to study.” This type of attitude gave students the willingness to put forth
the effort and perseverance needed to study for tests or complete assignments to the best of their
ability. A positive attitude can also add to student initiative.
Initiative
Having a positive attitude can lead to students showing initiative in their academic work.
All 15 valedictorians interviewed had a history of showing initiative in their schoolwork and
other areas of their lives. From the captain of a sports team like Dennis and Ellie, to achieving
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academic awards which included all valedictorians, initiative was a common thread I observed.
This initiative was woven throughout my conversations with each of the participants. Matt said it
best in reference to his history day project, “I was driving it.” In this quote, he considered
himself more motivated than others in his group to do the work necessary to produce a highquality project. Initiative was also exemplified in Ellen’s creation and funding of the Recycle
Club at her school. In this case, Ellen saw a need for recycling awareness. She approached
school administration about her idea to start a recycle club. When she realized financing was
needed to get her club started, she researched opportunities to obtain that funding. In her spare
time, Ellen wrote a grant to secure the necessary start-up items for her new club. From the initial
vision to the working club, Ellen showed initiative and effort in all she accomplished.
Effort and Curiosity
Matt described a “need to know” when asked about his motivation which caused him to
excel academically. He further explained he needed to feel he understood each topic in class.
Matt was not alone in this feeling. Even the most shy, introverted valedictorians, like Laura,
found motivation to raise her hand in class and ask clarifying questions for her own
understanding. Additionally, valedictorians regularly attended office hours or stayed after school
to meet with teachers for help on academics. Vicki concurred with this need to know and
described her early childhood years as full of curiosity. She said she riddled questions at the
adults in her life. That curiosity carried throughout her academic life. She described an
excitement when her curiosities were satisfied by finding answers to her many questions.
Another theme resonated throughout all the interviews pertaining to effort and drive to
completion. Ellie put it into words best when she said,
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I'm kind of the type of person where it has to be done, I'll get it done and I'll do it. But
that meant I was staying up late a lot. So, you definitely can do it and it's, it's very, very
possible, but you have to be willing to spend a lot of time.
Vicki agreed when she said, “It’s not about being smart, it’s about are you willing to work hard
for it.” These quotes exemplify the kind of effort and drive in which each of the 15 valedictorians
riddled throughout their conversations with me. At the point when each student felt they had
completed their studies to the best of their ability, six valedictorians—Logan, Joanne, Lisa,
Gloria, Ellie, and Vicki—reported they were able to walk away satisfied that no matter the grade
they earned, they had given it their best. This further exemplifies their passion for learning over
their need for good grades. Gabriella and Matt, however, expressed a perfectionistic approach to
assignments. Gabriella explained, “I continually work until in my mind it is perfect.” Matt
turned in a draft of a paper and received it back covered in red ink. Instead of letting the red ink
discourage him, he found a drive within himself to address every issue on the paper. He
continued to improve that assignment until the final moment the paper was due back to the
instructor. Matt explained how his confidence in his previous writing ability allowed him to take
the negative feedback and improve his work.
Confidence
Leaning on past experiences, all 15 valedictorians showed an air of self-confidence as I
noted during each of the interviews. Matt gave an example, “I felt very comfortable always with
any sort of writing assignment that I had really because of that (experience).” Dennis agreed, “So
I kind of like identified myself as maybe a student that was going a little bit above and beyond,
and I enjoyed it.” That confidence can be a driving force in student effort. Students felt they
possessed the skills to perform well academically, so these 15 valedictorians put the effort
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needed to do well. Confidence in themselves as capable learners could positively affect the joy
they feel in learning new information.
The Joy of Learning
Ten of the valedictorians expressed a deep love of or joy in learning, although they all
showed an unmistakable satisfaction in their achievements. Those students included: Matt,
Maria, Gabriella, Abigail, Dennis, Joanne, Lisa, Ellie, and Vicki. Vicki said it best, “I like
learning things just to learn them.” This love of learning seemed to bond the all-in effort they
expressed as well. For the three students—Laura, Joanne, and Ellen—who expressed feelings of
anxiety which overshadowed their joy, each learned how to cope. Attending online school during
a pandemic helped Laura and Joanne to take a step back and re-evaluate their mindset. Both
students decided to focus on learning for the sake of learning rather than for the end goal of
grades. This mindset relieved anxiety but kept their excellent GPA intact. High GPA standing, in
turn, was supported by good study habits and personal routines in learning scenarios.
Habits and Routines
Collins English Dictionary (n.d.) defined habit as “something you do often or regularly.”
Having regular routines in schoolwork or routines of regular time and space for schoolwork may
be considered a habit. Valedictorians often relied on habits to promote learning. Logan talked
about being disciplined enough to develop a habit of reading on the bus every day as a young
child as well as developing one place devoted only to studying and homework throughout his
PK-12 education. He explained having one place to study gave him a focused mindset each time
he sat down in that place. As he moved on to college, he learned to develop a few study spots: A
certain corner of the library or his desk in his dorm when his roommate was gone. In each of
these places he felt that same intense focus.
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Ellie and Matt both used planners throughout their educational careers. Those planners
accompanied them to class so they could note all upcoming assignments and their due dates. This
further helped with time management as these students could accurately plan out a timeline of
when to accomplish each task. Gloria had the same idea but developed lists for everything. These
lists helped her to organize her thoughts and responsibilities so she could choose how to best
spend her time in and out of school.
Kevin, Lisa, Gloria, and Ellie expressed the habit of completing tasks ahead of time. Each
of these students prided themselves on never reaching a deadline or due date with a cramming
mentality. Instead, they felt the comfort of knowing tasks were complete long before they needed
to be. Ellie’s secret to her early completion of work was spending an average of four hours at the
library each Sunday. She felt this time devoted to schoolwork helped her stay organized and
ahead of the game each week. She prioritized the most pressing tasks first.
Kevin, Logan, and Bea also mentioned prioritizing their lives. Kevin’s first priority was
usually accurate homework completion followed by free time and social activities. Although he
did allow himself to break this rule on a few occasions. Logan explained prioritizing sleep gave
him the energy he needed to perform well in both school and hockey. To make sleep a priority he
gave up much of his potential screen time and worked for quality rather than quantity when the
option presented itself. Bea agreed with Logan that balancing healthy habits with school
requirements was essential to her wellbeing. She accomplished this by balancing equal priorities
of school work and spiritual life.
Conclusion
Developing personal traits which promote good habits and a positive attitude toward
school was a strong message each of the valedictorians expressed. For each of the participants,
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these traits matured at different points in their lives. However, learning these essential habits and
traits earlier served to make academic life easier. In addition, keeping a mindset that they were
capable individuals, able to learn whatever presented itself, provided the motivation needed to
get through challenging times.
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CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS: ADVERSITIES
Not one of us gets through life without adversities. It is easy to think top students have
easy lives, free of difficulties. However, valedictorians experience life issues just like the rest of
the population. Using the traits discussed in Chapter 5, valedictorians work through these
difficulties while maintaining excellent grades (see Figure 6). In this chapter, I explore
adversities valedictorians experienced and how they continued to persevere.
Figure 5
Valedictorian Climb

Undocumented Status
Maria dreamed of someday attending Princeton University. In high school, she learned of
a summer government-funded SAT prep academy at Princeton. She knew it would be difficult to
get in, but she applied anyway. What she hoped would be her best day in high school, turned out
to be her worst. She learned she met all standards to get accepted into the program but would not
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be allowed to attend. Since the program was government-funded all students attending must be
citizens of the United States of America. Maria learned from her College Possible coach she had
undocumented status and therefore would not be accepted into the summer program. Learning
she was not a citizen for the first time coupled with the disappointment of an unexpected
roadblock in her future remained imbedded in her memory.
I remember crying with my College Possible Coach who helped me apply. He had to tell
me that I couldn’t go, not because I wasn’t accomplished enough but only because I
couldn’t meet this requirement of being a legal citizen of the US.
Fortunately, Maria was not the kind of person to take bad news and let it overcome her for long.
She now attends medical school in the Midwest. Maria perservered through difficulties and
overcame obstacles in her way. Meanwhile, Dennis and Abigail faced another kind of difficulty.
Peer Death
Two valedictorians, Dennis and Abigail, faced tremendous emotional difficulties
overcoming the death from suicide of friends during their PK-12 experiences. Dennis explained,
“One of my closest friends that I consider my brother took his life in January 2020, and so that
made it really rough.” Dennis felt alone as he reflected on his own life choices. He questioned
whether his accomplishments really meant anything. This all took place just before school closed
during the COVID-19 pandemic, leaving him even more isolated and lost in thoughts about his
friend. Abigail related to those feelings of loss and despair. She expressed feelings of wanting to
give up as she worked through her classmate’s death from suicide. With the help of teachers who
watched for signs of despair, she talked about, and eventually overcame, the trauma she
experienced.
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During those lowest days, Dennis found himself in uncharted territory. For a young man
comfortable in the leadership role and always willing and able to help others, he found he was
the one needing help. “I was so used to being like the crutch for other people to lean on that I
never learned how to lean on a crutch as well.” Unsure of how to exist in this new state of mind,
Dennis reached out to others for the help needed. Although Dennis found it difficult, when
reflecting back on that point in his life, he considered this as a learning experience. Likewise,
Vicki found herself in the midst of a learning experience.
Bullying
The trauma of losing someone close was not the only type of difficulty valedictorians
faced. Vicki found herself the victim of bullying. In late elementary school, classmates picked on
and made fun of her for several reasons, one of the biggest being her love of learning. Ridiculing
from peers at school to dissuade academic effort was diametrically opposed to the
encouragement for learning she received at home. This uncomfortable position negatively
effected how Vicki viewed school and peers. “That kind of wrecked my confidence around
school and in a lot of ways and wrecked my confidence around like being excited about it.”
Changing schools was necessary but the damage had already been done. In her new school,
Vicki never let the bullying break her enthusiasm for school; rather, she learned to hide her love
of learning. She worked independently rather than with others and secretly found her way into
teacher’s office hours to ask questions. By the time high school rolled around, Vicki slowly
gained her confidence back when she met others who shared her enthusiasm for discovering new
ideas. Although the experience was difficult, Vicki felt she gained the skills of leaning on herself
and being an independent learner. Both Vicki and Dennis had to adapt to behaviors that were
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new and not comfortable but in the end help them develop a broader range of behaviors for the
future.
Academic Struggles
Vicki was not alone in struggling with school. Abigail and Logan expressed difficulties
with academics. Kevin went as far as to say one of his classes terrified him. Abigail went to a
very small charter school. Her struggles with academics, in the younger grades, caught the eye of
teachers. In that small setting she received all the help she needed to overcome those struggles.
She got back on track academically because of some caring teachers who had the time to give
her additional attention.
Logan found himself struggling academically in his freshman year. It was such a new
experience for him to not feel confident in his academic success. He described the feeling as
“uncomfortable” with the situation. He decided it was not a feeling he ever wanted again. He
vowed to himself he would never allow himself to be academically lost again. He began taking
his education more seriously and took charge of his own academic progress.
Kevin described his middle school communications class as terrifying when he learned it
included public speaking. Not only was he fearful of having to speak in front of his class, but he
also described the teacher’s high expectations as intimidating. Beyond that, she had a reputation
for being verbally critical of student performance in front of the whole class. Fortunately, Kevin
was able to work his way through the class, taking the public criticism to the best of his ability,
and finished with an A.
Logan could relate to this issue. He felt ill-prepared taking the Spanish II class his
freshman year. Although he put forth significant effort, he continued to struggle. He expressed a
happy feeling regarding his grades throughout the class. Instead of letting the subject defeat him,
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he took it as a challenge. In his words, Logan successfully “conquered” Spanish III and IV
refusing to avoid a difficult subject.
Imposter Syndrome
Academic struggles may lead to feelings of imposter syndrome. Three valedictorians—
Maria, Laura, and Dennis—expressed these emotions. According to Cuncic (2021), “Impostor
syndrome (IS) refers to an internal experience of believing that you are not as competent as
others perceive you to be” (para. 1). Maria believed her imposter syndrome took root because
she was one of only a few students of her race in her school. She indicated, over time, she began
to feel that because she did not look like the rest of her class, she did not belong. Laura felt
imposter syndrome when she was wait-listed at several colleges. In the letter she received, she
learned of others who were already shooting a film for National Geographic or working at cancer
research centers. Even as valedictorian of her class, Laura experienced feelings of inadequacies,
academically. Dennis began to doubt everything when his friend died from suicide. He brushed
off the many accolades from school achievements, because he did not feel the accolades were
really meant for him. Instead, he described feelings of being an imposter and fraud. Laura
expressed a different way of dealing with her feelings.
Sexism
Laura also was the victim of sexism in her engineering classes. She felt this contributed
to her feelings of imposter syndrome. The U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2021) reported only
15.3% of engineers are women. True to these statistics, Laura enrolled as one of only a few
women in her high school engineering classes. Laura explained there were several occasions
when she felt mistreated by men in her classes. She became the subject of many comments from
boy classmates indicating she might not be capable of the difficult work in high school
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engineering classes. On one occasion, a young man became angry and frustrated with her for
attempting to do her part in a group work assignment without his direction. These experiences
created a drive in Laura rather than breaking her will. Laura expressed a need to advocate for
more women in her field so that others see their value and ability.
Anxiety
With a very different frame of mind, some students reported a feeling of anxiety. Cuncic
(2021) reported imposter syndrome can be linked to anxiety. Six valedictorians—Laura, Bea,
Joanne, Ellen, Lisa, and Vicki—indicated they suffered from anxiety or other mental health
issues. Four others—Gloria, Matt, Maria, and Gabriella—described tremendous pressure they
placed on themselves which may have links to anxiety. Laura described her anxiety as a driving
force in her academic achievement. However, during her junior year, she learned being less than
perfect still achieved her A status but reduced her stress. This turning point in her life allowed
her to, “gain an appreciation for what I was learning and not just learning stuff to get the A.” Bea
connected her self-worth to her grades. It caused her to overthink and overwork herself
generating large amounts of stress. Although this practice resulted in a 4.0 GPA, it was not good
for her emotional wellbeing. Bea explained, “That’s like one of the hardest things that I had to
overcome.” Students who possessed the mindset of doing their best while keeping stress levels in
check described a happier outcome than those who fell victim to the stresses of school. Like Bea,
Dennis experienced negative feels which he needed to overcome.
Guilt and Poor Decisions
Dennis recognized his success could have negative effects on his younger brother who
was struggling academically. Dennis’ success resulted in pressure on his younger brother from
teachers to be as successful as Dennis. As a result, he felt guilt for his successes. Inadvertently
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generating residual effects for his brother while enjoying his own accomplishments made him
question why he strived for such a high level of achievement knowing it potentially made school
more difficult for his brother.
Dennis knew what it felt like to be on the other end of success. At one point in his school
career, Dennis made a “bad decision” which caused a demotion from his position as class
president. For a short while after this decision, he found motivation to be an issue. Then, when
feeling very low emotionally, he found inspiration to improve. He said, “I couldn't see myself
fail … I need[ed] to shape up and do better.” This self-talk was a turning point in Dennis’s
academic career. He made a conscious decision to take charge of his education. Gabriella joined
him in taking charge of her education.
Passive Teacher
Gabriella described a math class in which she felt the teacher did not teach well. She
explained her math teacher appeared to not care about his students or the subject he taught.
According to her, the teacher was “checked out during class.” Instead of giving in to the subpar
teaching, Gabriella decided to take charge of her own education. She learned sixth grade math on
her own with the use of her textbook and the internet. She gained enough confidence in her
accomplishments to tutor her classmates, who also gave her credit for their success. This took a
tremendous amount of effort and time management.
Time Management
At some point, Matt, Kevin, Maria, Gabriella, Abigail, Logan, Laura, Dennis, Joanne,
Ellen, Lisa, Gloria, Ellie, Bea, and Vicki all struggled with time management. Those who
mastered it early counted that as an asset in making academic progress. For those who struggled
to get a handle on their management of time, it was a constant problem. Ellie described how she
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became better with time management skills over a number of years. She explained how difficult
freshman and sophomore year proved to be without this skill. However, by senior year, Ellie
reported extreme productivity due to mastery of her time management. Vicki and Kevin looked
at the issue of time management as more of a balance. They learned to create balance in their
lives after finding that not everything fit into their schedule with enough time left for themselves
and their own needs. Likewise, Maria struggled with her own needs through her parents’ divorce.
Parent Divorce
Maria experienced difficult times at home while her parents were in the midst of a
divorce, during her high school years. She often leaned on school as her safe place where she did
not need to think about the issues at home. Maria found school to be one of the few aspects she
could control so she spent more effort and time on her studies. Maria also found some trusted
adults at school, who she could talk to, when things at home were emotionally stressful. Stress at
home can be equally difficult as social stresses.
Social Issues
When asked about difficulties in school, 8 of the 15 students described social issues as an
adversity to learning. Those experiencing problems socially included Abigail, Laura, Maria,
Dennis, Vicki, Laura, Lisa, and Bea. This included the normal social drama students experience
throughout their school careers as well as making new friends when switching schools. In
addition, Abigail struggled with feeling accepted in a small school, having different values than
others. Abigail’s peers valued fun, but her biggest priority was academic success. This made
social situations feel awkward. Laura found speaking up for herself in social situations to be
troublesome. Her shy, academically focused demeanor made connecting with classmates a
challenge. Another challenge students faced resulted from the pandemic.
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Pandemic
All students who spent the bulk of the 2020-2021 school year in distance learning due to
the pandemic counted the experience a difficulty in their academic education. Ellie described the
change to distance learning as disruptive. Bea found teachers were significantly less accessible
during the pandemic which affected her ability to ask questions. Teachers experienced work
overload and could not get to every student since their emails reached over 100 entries each day.
Bea’s frustrated response often sounded like this, “But I'm your student I need your help because
I cannot do it on my own.” Bea, however, did find the school psychologists and therapists made
themselves more accessible to students during those frustrating times. Gloria and Lisa found
themselves re-evaluating their lives. The pandemic was an opportunity for reflection on their
own work overload. They each found adjusting their goals and the strategies used to reach those
goals, was necessary. The necessity of change also became apparent for newcomers to the
country.
Newcomers and High Mobility
Bea experienced a major culture change in seventh grade when she moved from Ethiopia
to the United States. She felt less threatened by the language due to her English studies in
Ethiopia. However, learning a new culture and school system was also necessary. Many
emotions accompanied this change. Since Bea completed and passed the equivalent to the United
States seventh grade, the requirement to repeat that grade upon arrival caused an upset feeling for
her. Bea became very shy and quiet as she soaked up the culture of the Midwest United States.
While this reserved personality created difficulty making friends, it provided an opportunity to
throw herself into schoolwork as she recalled doing in the difficult Ethiopian school system.
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Maria also experienced a change in culture as she moved here from Ecuador at a much
younger age of six. She also repeated second grade upon arrival in the United States. Maria faced
learning both the culture and the language of her new homeland. By the time high school came
around, Maria experienced frequent relocation as her parents went through a divorce. She moved
between Minnesota and Newark then back to Minnesota again. Each move meant a new high
school. Unfortunately, each new school proved more difficult to adjust to and taxed Maria
emotionally. She eventually transferred back to her first high school in Minnesota after a difficult
adjustment period upon her return to the area. Moving to her old high school provided her with a
certain comfort and feeling of home. Maria was not alone in experiencing new endeavors and
situations.
Burn Out
Most valedictorians expressed difficulty in saying “no” when asked to participate in
something new. Work overload and burn out are often a result of this mentality. Gabriella
explained many days started at school at 6:00 am and ended around 9:00 pm with little time for
homework in between. When friends and family voiced concerns of her overworking herself,
Gabriella just continued to drive herself to do more. Learning to say no at times was an important
lesson many valedictorians found essential, yet difficult. Only with a more balanced life could
they do their best work in their areas of commitment. However, sometimes after best efforts,
valedictorians still experienced rejection.
Rejection
After pushing themselves to accomplish the title of valedictorian, at least two students—
Kevin and Laura—were surprised by their rejection or waitlist letters from universities. Kevin
explained,
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I've really had a sense of failure when it came to education … [when] getting turned
down by some of those top-notch schools, and I feel like I've done everything to this
point, to get qualified for these places that I've visited and had kind of dreams of going to,
and then to not even get interview or anything like that to see if you'd fit there.
Laura expressed the misery she felt after being waitlisted at a prestigious university. The
experience felt damaging and insensitive after the amount of work she put in and the success she
experienced being a top achiever. However difficult not to gain acceptance in the top
universities, they each went on to experience success at different universities.
Conclusion
Valedictorians experience the same kinds of pitfalls and difficulties as other students.
However, the personal qualities discussed in Chapter 5 provided an unyielding sense of
perseverance and drive. Using these skills, valedictorians continued to give their best in any
circumstance. Ellen spoke of the sacrifice as “being worth it.” Maria’s graduation speech
addressed these difficulties, “As teenagers we have seen crazy things happen to ourselves and
those around us. We have learned that nothing comes easy. Struggles will always be around the
corner. But it’s all right. Be conscious and choose wisely.” These quotes exemplify the sense of
determination valedictorians possessed throughout their educational experiences.
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CHAPTER 7: THEORETICAL ANALYSIS
I explored the experiences of valedictorians throughout their K-12 education. I focused
on aspects of their journey most influential in the academic success of these academically
ambitious students. Many positive influences existed in the lives of these valedictorians which
prompted them to develop personal skills and strategies to persevere and excel throughout their
PK-12 years. Those skills and strategies proved especially important when students found
themselves in difficult situations. These valedictorians worked through the difficulties of life and
continued on a trajectory of high standards for themselves achieving excellent grades in school. I
used three theories to analyze the experiences of these students. For this present study,
Schlossberg’s (1989) theory of marginality and mattering, Ladson-Billings’ (1995) Culturally
Relevant Pedagogy, as well as habits of mind theory by Costa and Kallick (2000) served as the
foundation for understanding the data. I provide the following roadmap to this chapter: A review
of the above-mentioned theories and providing relevant examples from the data. Following the
review of these theories, I present positive influences, personal qualities, and adversities as three
central themes.
Review of Theories
Habits of Mind
Costa and Kallick's (2000) Habits of Mind theory identifies 16 habits which successful
people exhibit. These habits are often performed in unison with one another due to
characteristics overlapping in various habits. The authors believe this not to be an allencompassing list stating other habits can and will be identified (Costa & Kallick, 2000).
I examined five of the sixteen habits of mind as they related to this research. Those habits
most used by the participants in this study include: Persistence, metacognition, striving for
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accuracy, applying past knowledge to new situations, and remaining open to continuous learning.
Several examples of each of these exist in this study, however, I chose just one or two to
exemplify each tenet.
Persistence
Costa and Kallick (2008) defined persistency as sticking to a task through completion.
Persistent people start with a plan and goal. They use a plethora of strategies to tackle any
situation. Persistency begins by analyzing a situation in order to create that plan, strategy, and
goal. However, flexible thinking gets the job done. Persistent people change gears when a project
progresses differently than previously planned (Costa & Kallick, 2008).
One example of persistence from this study involved Matt during his senior year. Matt
found himself applying for colleges, performing the duties of a captain for his baseball team, and
working on some big school projects all while maintaining a 4.0 GPA in all seven classes. His
strategy included the most pressing projects first, then continue in the order of importance
spending the most time on the projects with the highest value. He set smaller goals for himself
and marked the finish line for each endeavor on his calendar. Matt continued to tell himself the
difficulty was temporary. He recorded and planned for each due date on applications and
assignments. He kept his nose to the grindstone and only looked up to ensure he remained on the
right track, not missing any deadlines. Eventually, the timeline moved forward and Matt relaxed,
satisfied he gave his all to complete everything to the best of his ability. Matt’s strategy included
keeping his mind on his work while others used metacognition.
Metacognition
Metacognition involves thinking about our own thinking. In this habit, the strategic
thinker is aware of their own thought process. They reflect upon their thought processes and how
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those thoughts interact with the goals set before them (Costa & Kallick, 2008). Students who
attended a school where they learned about their best learning style exemplified metacognition.
These students knew how they learned best and were given opportunities to complete
assignments using that learning style. When faced with a class that did not offer this option on
assignments, students found ways to support their learning with their best learning style in mind.
For example, Laura knew her best learning style and was given the opportunity to use it while
completing assignments in most classes. When in a class that did not afford her the opportunity
to use her learning style, she found videos on the internet that better suited her style, to more
fully understand the content of the class. This is an example of metacognition because
understanding and using her best learning style showed she thought about her thinking and
learning. While using metacognition, students also used strategies to strive for accuracy.
Striving for Accuracy
When striving for accuracy, a person expects excellent results while completing their
task. They take care to continually check for adherence to the directions given and final goal.
Those who strive for accuracy may not see an end to their work, always willing to refine and
tweak their product to make it exceptional (Costa & Kallick, 2008). In Matt’s first year of
college, he submitted a paper to his professor who promptly covered it with red ink. Instead of
focusing on how poorly he did on the assignment, Matt focused on how he could improve his
work. He asked for an extension on the paper and addressed every issue the professor marked.
Matt cherished this opportunity to improve his writing skills and be a better student. Matt also
applied this new knowledge to future writings.
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Applying Past Knowledge to New Situations
Successful thinkers draw on their past experiences to inform their present situation. They
recall past knowledge and apply it to new issues while making connections and drawing
conclusions about their theories (Costa & Kallick, 2008). Kevin counted himself an early reader
due to his mother’s teachings before he entered kindergarten. Kevin used this knowledge to learn
about the things he loved the most. He kept books with him and spent most of his travel time
between home and school reading about the things he enjoyed the most. When he found a subject
that intrigued him, Kevin searched out new books on that topic to get a better understanding.
These books acted as prior knowledge to draw upon on when encountering similar topics in
school. Kevin’s love of reading also showed his openness to new learning.
Remaining Open to Continuous Learning
People open to continuous learning understand and embrace the vast amount of
knowledge they have yet to encounter. They except doubt, inquiry, and new alternatives. Curious
people who seek to know the unknown in order to grow themselves, exemplify this openness to
continuous learning (Costa & Kallick, 2008). Vicki and Gabriella are sisters whose upbringing
promoted curiosity. They sought new opportunities to learn and grow their understanding.
Stories abound of their parents encouraging them to ask questions and wonder about the world
around them. Their parents taught them to discover the answers to their questions through a
variety of means. These sisters remain open to continuous learning even as young adults, ready
to explore any new territory that sparks an interest.
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
Ladson-Billings (1995) originally researched how characteristics of schools and teachers
affected students of color, however, her research extends to all students. This is evident by the
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quote stating culturally relevant teachers “believe that all their students can succeed rather than
that failure is inevitable for some” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 28). Culturally relevant teaching
strengthens students learning capacity, social connections, emotional wellbeing, and political
understandings (Ladson-Billings, 1995). The three tenets of culturally relevant pedagogy are “the
conceptions of self and others, social relations, concepts of knowledge” (Ladson-Billings, 1995,
p. 478) which are described below.
The Conceptions of Self and Others
The concepts of self and others specifically speaks to the mindset of the teachers.
Educators must believe every learner is capable of success (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Educators
with this understanding fed into the communities of and around their school. In addition, teachers
believed teaching entails pulling information out of students and allowing them to make
connections rather than an educator dumping information into students (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
Some examples of this concept include Matt’s experience with a teacher who encouraged
him to strive for higher level academic work knowing he could achieve more. He quoted this
teacher telling him, “I know you can do it.” Abigail echoed this experience when she said, “the
teachers specifically know what your strengths are [and] what your weaknesses are. I think they
all did a really good job at helping you excel in your strengths. But they also make your
weaknesses not so weak.” In her graduation speech, Abigail expressed her gratitude to teachers
who pushed her to achieve more. “Thank you for pushing me outside of my comfort zone to do
things I wouldn’t normally want to do.” This quote indicates her teachers felt she could
accomplish more than what she achieved at the time. Abigail could not see in the moment the
potential those teachers saw in her. Those insights only became apparent upon reflection of her
academic experiences.
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Social Relations
Social relations include cooperative learning, student and teacher connection, and
creating a classroom community for collaborative learning (Ladson-Billings, 1995). LadsonBillings (1995) believed student-teacher relationship acted as the core of successful teaching. In
addition, cooperative learning can happen outside of ability groups and grade levels. In these
cooperative learning groups, the focus includes all students helping each other learn (LadsonBillings, 1995). New understandings from one student should be viewed as a gain for all.
Ellie expressed the significance of social relations as she described her favorite teachers.
She recalled, “they’re also personally connected beyond academics. I think that helps because
then it’s easier to relate to what they’re teaching if you like them as a person.” Class discussions
shaped a classroom community= Gloria described as some of her best learning experiences. Nine
valedictorians—Joanne, Matt, Kevin, Gloria, Ellie, Vicki, Gabriella, Logan, and Laura—named
peer study groups as essential to their success. Incidentally, the schools allowing any student
who reached a 4.0 GPA to be named as valedictorian, promoted social learning communities. In
these schools, students were taught to work together to achieve their personal goals. The benefits
of these learning communities included students gathering information from each other, sharing
resources, and learning the material more deeply as a result of teaching others. In addition,
students found enjoyment in studying together.
Concepts of Knowledge
Concepts of knowledge again pertains to the mindset of the educator. Teachers must
believe each student possesses their own expertise and therefore are worthy of attention (LadsonBillings, 1995). Culturally relevant teachers believe knowledge is constructed and must be
shared. These teachers question the materials presented in their subject area and encourage their
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students to engage in critical analysis (Ladson-Billings, 1995). These practices play out in
students looking for indisputable evidence instead of taking information at face value. This
analytical thinking is core to any democratic society.
Gloria shared one of her best learning experiences took place in a history class. The
teacher used class discussions as a learning strategy to engage the most students. While learning
about the history of African culture, many Somali students who normally did not engage in class,
gave anecdotal evidence about the topic from their own or their families’ experiences during
discussion. Gloria felt the sharing of life experiences which occured during this classroom
discussion enriched her knowledge about the history of African culture.
Marginality and Mattering
The third theory I used, Schlossberg’s (1989) Marginality and Mattering theory, has two
opposing tenants, marginality and mattering. Marginality is the effect of feeling unwanted or
unnoticed (Schlossberg, 1989). Students at any grade level can feel marginalized. Marginality
occurs when students do not feel connected. It can result from students feeling a part of two
opposing cultural groups and cannot fully commit to either (Schlossberg, 1989). Schlossberg
identified this as a possible contributing factor in the achievement gap between people of color
and white students. A lack of connection to the people around them can cause students to not
fully engage in learning (Schlossberg, 1989).
Marginality
Marginality, the feeling of being unwanted, factored into the adversities valedictorians
experienced. Dennis felt grief-stricken after learning a classmate and friend had died from
suicide. At a time when he was receiving accolades for his achievements, Dennis learned of his
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friend’s death. He felt confused and disconnected. Dennis expressed his doubt in himself and his
worthiness.
I felt like I would never be really enough, especially just because what happened … I felt
kind of like a fraud like maybe all these all these accolades and accomplishments weren’t
meant for me because of what happened, I was really doubting everything.
These emotions made Dennis feel marginalized. He questioned how he fit into the bigger picture
of life and if his aspirations were important. After thorough examination of his life and priorities
of what mattered most to him, Dennis turned to his faith, family, and friends. Deep conversations
brought about soul searching and prayer. Dennis eventually processed his mourning and doubt
by recalling his strong faith and leaning on his close relationships. Talking with others who knew
his friend proved instrumental in Dennis’ healing process.
When Vicki experienced bullying in elementary school, she began to question her
belonging and how she fit into school. She experienced teasing for many reasons including her
curiosity and enthusiasm for learning. Other students referred to her as a “nerd” or “teacher’s
pet.” Some students made fun of her for staying after class to ask questions of the teachers. Vicki
felt marginalized by classmates and lacked connection to others her age. Her confidence in her
priorities and self was damaged. Vicki tried to hide her innate enthusiasm for learning. In the
absence of other students, Vicki visited teachers and kept to herself as much as possible.
Unfortunately, these actions did not create a feeling of mattering to peers. Eventually, her parents
removed her from that elementary school and transferred her to a different local school. Vicki
felt relief at the opportunity to restart, however, damage had already occurred. Years later, in
high school, she found like-minded peers which slowly reignited her confidence to connect her
true self with others. Only then did Vicki allow her guard down. She began to demonstrate her
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curiosity and enthusiasm for learning again. The feeling that she mattered to others resumed after
many years of dormancy. For descriptions of other adversities experienced by valedictorians (see
Appendix G).
Mattering
As opposed to marginality, mattering affects people in a positive way. Mattering
indicates a student believes they matter to at least one other individual which drives them to act
in a positive way (Schlossberg, 1989). Schlossberg (1989) identified five dimensions of
mattering: “attention, importance, ego-extension, dependence and appreciation” (para. 19).
Attention refers to the act of being noticed. All valedictorians felt the attention of teachers. This
was exemplified when they raised their hands to be called on or went into office hours for extra
help.
Importance indicates a feeling someone cares enough to be concerned about our fate
(Schlossberg, 1989). Students felt important to their families. In some cases, extended families
also made students feel important, especially about their schoolwork. In addition, teachers,
school personnel, and peers brought about a feeling of importance for most valedictorians. This
is evidenced by parents’ encouragement, extended families’ frequent phone calls, and peer study
groups as well as teachers making personal connections with students. These personal
connections can also be found in ego-extension relationships.
Ego-extension refers to a distinct connection between people (Schlossberg, 1989).
Participants experienced ego-extension when their families worked through issues and emotions
with them. This connection also occured when teachers went out of their way to help students or
make them feel cared for. Peers also display ego-extension through conversations, working
through emotions, and expressing a sense of trust with each other.
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Dependence can be described as our dependence on others as well as others’ dependence
on us (Schlossberg, 1989). Students participating in extracurricular activities experienced a
feeling of others depending on them. Just knowing others considered them a necessary part of a
team or theater cast gave the feeling other people depended on them. Working on academic
projects in small groups also gave valedictorians the impression others were depending upon
them to do their part. In addition, students referred to parents, teachers, and peers they could
depend on which made them feel more connected and engaged. For example, Matt depended on
his small group for history day to do their part in the project.
Appreciation indicates a verbal or physical contribution from another individual
(Schlossberg, 1989). Matt felt appreciated when he received a letter from his high school English
teacher explaining how much she thought of him. The teacher explained the joy she felt as she
read the work he had completed for class. This feeling of appreciation encouraged Matt to
continue his diligence and hard work not only for English but for all his classes.
Table 5 lists the themes identified in findings, exemplifying tenets of culturally relevant
pedagogy and marginality and mattering. Further discussion of these findings occurs throughout
the next section as I explore the positive influences on valedictorians. The sections that follow
provide an analysis of my findings through the lens of five habits of mind (Costa & Kallick,
2000) to provide insight into the mindset of valedictorians. I concurrently employ
Schlossenberg's (1989) Marginality and Mattering theory and Ladson-Billings' (1995) Culturally
Relevant Pedagogy to examine factors identified by valedictorians as important to their academic
success.
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Table 6
Matrix of findings within Ladson-Billings and Schlossberg’s Theories

Student driven
projects

Attention
Importance
Dependence
Ego-Extension

Schlossberg’s Marginality and Mattering

Ladson-Billings Culturally Relevant Pedagogy
Conception of Self Social
Concepts of
and Others
Relationships
Knowledge

Teachers indicate
believe in students

Teachers show
caring for
students

Community of
learners

Student-teacher
relationships
advanced beyond
duties of teacher
Connection to
like-minded
peers

Positive Influences
For the purposes of this study, positive influences included the people, situations, and
artifacts that had a positive effect on students’ academic progress. Rosenberg and McCullough
(1981) suggested “the feelings that others depend on us, are interested in us, are concerned about
our fate, or experience us as an ego-extension exercises a powerful influence in our actions” (p.
165; see “Teachers indicate belief in students” in Table 5). Ladson-Billings (2009) and
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Schlossberg (1989) agreed the people who influence students have an important role in the
academic and personal success of that child. In The Dream Keepers, Ladson-Billings (2009)
entitled one chapter “We are Family” and referred to each person in the class as a member of the
family. She explained each member of the family is tasked with “assisting, supporting, and
encouraging one another” (p. 82). Further, the student/teacher relationship should go beyond the
four walls of the classroom. Schlossberg (1989) indicated mattering to someone else is
paramount to the motivation of students. When students felt they matter to someone, they were
more likely to engage. School engagement is necessary for student success.
Teachers who practice culturally relevant pedagogy believe success can be accessed by
all students (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Ladson-Billings (2009) described successful classrooms in
which students set daily goals in the mornings and revisit them before dismissal. These teachers
not only believe all students can succeed, but they also incorporate practices students adapt,
leading to success. Over time, these students acquired confidence and believed they could
succeed. Successful teachers expressed a belief that every student can succeed in a variety of
ways. Rather than allowing students to do minimal work, these teachers expressed high
expectations for each child in the class. They expect effort, order, and engagement (LadsonBillings, 2009). Likewise, Schlossberg (1998) described importance as an indication another
person cares about a student and their wellbeing, showing they matter. When teachers show they
believe in students, students then feel cared for in the school setting.
This feeling of importance is exemplified through each valedictorian as they expressed
their understanding that at least one teacher believed in them. Logan spoke about a letter written
by one teacher to him explaining how the teacher believed he could excel even beyond his
current standing. This letter secured Logan’s belief in himself; knowing that an educator had
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confidence in his abilities. Maria talked about a College Possible coach who helped her complete
an application for a program she dreamed of participating in, indicating the teacher believed she
could gain acceptance into the program. These examples show valedictorians believe their
teachers had confidence in them to succeed academically. Evidence of the perception by
valedictorians that their teachers believed they would succeed emerged through interviews,
graduation speeches, and field notes. Each participant shared multiple stories of teachers who went
out of their way to let students know they possessed the ability to be successful.
Schlossberg’s (1998) theory of mattering extended beyond believing in students; it
included a deeper level of caring about students (see “Teachers show caring for students” in
Table 5). According to Ladson-Billings (2009), teachers who show they care about students
extend great benefit to those students. Ladson-Billings (2009) said, “Teachers with culturally
relevant practices are careful to demonstrate a connectedness with each of their students” (p. 72).
The feeling teachers care about a student is of great benefit to those students. Ladson-Billings
(2009) continued to explain teachers need to assure students of their importance as individuals.
This means they make an intentional effort to develop and deepen connections and
commonalities with each student. Every valedictorian described examples of teachers who
connected with them on a personal level.
One example of this connection involves Maria’s College Possible coach. Maria
described this coach as someone willing to hold her up in her lowest moments and celebrate with
her at her greatest achievements. Maria described the importance of this bond when her College
Possible coach held her in his arms while she cried. Her emotions over-took her as she learned
about her undocumented status resulting in rejection from a program she applied to at her dream
college. This same coach celebrated with her when learning of her prestigious, full ride
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scholarship as well as when she learned she was being named the valedictorian of her high
school class.
In similar fashion, ego-extension indicates when others feel “proud of our
accomplishments or saddened by our failures” (Schlossberg, 1989, p. 4) they indicate egoextension (see “Student-teacher relationships advanced beyond duties of the teacher” in Table 5).
Additionally, another part of ego-extension is that this student perceives if they do not put forth
enough effort and consequently fail, this teacher will be sad or disappointed. Having a teacher
who not only believes a child can succeed but also shows pride when they do exemplifies egoextension. This connection makes students feel valued. Feeling valued promotes effort and
willingness to participate. Essential elements of learning include student effort and participation.
Ladson-Billings (2009) emphasized the significance of connecting with students. She
described student teacher relationships as important for student success. Ladson-Billings (2009)
explained, “Teachers who practice culturally relevant methods work to find ways to facilitate this
out-of-school (or at least out-of-the-classroom) interaction” (p. 68). With the invention of the
internet, specifically social media, teachers may keep in contact with students who show interest
in communicating beyond the school years.
Valedictorians identified least one adult they could lean into. This person made
connections with the student by learning about that student beyond their academic scores. This
adult opened the door to a relationship which expanded beyond student academic standing, into
the life-needs of that student. Abigail, Bea, and Vicki all described at least one of their teachers
in this way. They each knew of educators open to help outside of the realm their subject where
they could obtain help on a range of issues. Their contact with teachers continued through social
media long after graduation and in some cases, into retirement of the teacher.
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Ladson-Billings (2009) explained culturally relevant teachers create a community of
learners within the culture of their classrooms (see “Community of learners” in Table 5). This
idea works against the competitive nature of individualism. Instead, students work collectively to
enhance the achievements and understandings of all students in the class. In this theory, teachers
promote one student’s success as a success for all. Therefore, helping one another excel. This
idea of socialized learning gives students access to the knowledge of everyone around them.
Students do not need to rely on the teacher for all the answers, instead they build their own
knowledge through conversations with other students. One of the teachers in Ladson-Billings’
(2009) study explained, “It is important to help the kids see that we’re all in this together” (p.
76). Whether it looks like study-buddies or group projects, Ladson-Billing indicated culturally
relevant teachers seek to create life-long practices of community within their students.
Schlossberg’s (1998) dependence is represented in community building. Group projects
involve both forms of dependence, students depending on others as well as being depended upon
by others. Working in cooperation with others requires an understanding of this dependence
between classmates. Dependence is essential to a student feeling they matter to classmates as
well as teachers.
Some schools promoted a culture of community learners through a unique strategy. In
these schools, teachers encouraged students to work together helping each other understand.
These schools gave the title of valedictorian to everyone who met the criteria of 4.0 grade point
average. This approach allowed students an opportunity to work as community learners without
hurting their own chance of achieving the title. With this mindset, students viewed each other as
assets to their learning rather than opponents to their class rank. In the schools which allowed
only one valedictorian, students refrained from sharing information. Instead, they existed as
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learning silos, unwilling to share their knowledge with others for fear of losing their rank and
possibilities of earning the single title of valedictorian. This type of mindset created an unhealthy
competition among students. Instead of working together and learning from each other, they felt
they might experience personal gain from another student’s failure.
Working together creates a connection between like-minded peers. These relationships
fall into the Ladson-Billings’ (1995) Culturally Relevant Pedagogy under social relationships.
(see “Connection to like-minded peers” in Table 5). Ladson-Billings (1995) stated students need
to care about the achievements of others as well as their own. The students in this study who
worked together and socialized their learning, felt supported by their peers and expressed a
confidence in themselves as worthy of peer dependence. Culturally relevant pedagogy advocates
for a cooperation among students which leads to an understanding they can be more successful
together than alone (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
Additionally, this finding also exemplified ego extension as described in Schlossberg’s
(1989) Marginality and Mattering theory. Ego extension refers to a distinct connection between
people. When others feel proud of us for an accomplishment or sad at our failures, we have an
ego-extension relationship (Schlossberg, 1989). This connection between students may help a
child feel they matter, promoting the student effort needed to excel. Some of these connections
are further explained below.
Within peer groups, valedictorians found friendships and academic support. All students
who experienced these connections, explained the helpfulness of their closest peers. Participants
explained how peers worked together to understand curriculum, asking and answering difficult
questions. Students often created study groups and encouraged one another. Working together
created a deep caring for others. Students shared their thoughts and feelings as they grew closer

138
to each other. Shared feelings created an ego-extension relationship in which students felt joy for
each other’s accomplishments and compassion when others were hurting. Many of these feelings
became apparent when completing difficult work or engaging in large projects.
Ladson-Billings (2009) conceptions of knowledge supports student projects (see “Student
driven projects” in Table 5). Ladson-Billings explained the roll of the culturally relevant teacher
includes giving students the opportunity to build their own knowledge. “Knowledge must be
explored and utilized in order for students to become achievers” (Ladson-Billings, 2009, p. 56).
Ladson-Billings (2009) added teachers who engage culturally relevant practices believe
knowledge to be best learned by recreating and sharing that knowledge with others. Thoughts
and ideas shared among students assist in the tackling of assignments while students learn from
each other, add to the ideas of others, and come to new understandings.
Large scale learning projects were cited as important elements to many valedictorians’
success stories. Students noted the impact of National History Day Project which valedictorians
expressed as highly influential because it put students in charge of their own projects. Teachers
supported but students took charge of their own learning. Students shared their learning through
school, reginal, and state competitions. In addition, another student expressed a mentoring
project as influential in his growth. Like the National History Day project, students decided on a
topic to learn about then paired with a community member who supported them in their project.
Each of these scenarios centered around a student-driven learning endeavor where students use
previously learned skills to create their own new learning experience. Many districts, schools,
and teachers find value in projects in which students drive their learning. The National History
Day website (nhd.org) indicates annual participation exceeds 500,000 students. Other student-
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driven projects showed equally effective when providing students with the support they needed
yet allowed each participant to have a voice in project decisions.
When teachers regularly check in with students regarding the progress and direction of
their large-scale learning projects, they are practicing what Schlossberg (1998) referred to as the
most elementary form of community building, attention. Building community between teacher
and student can blossom with frequent check-ins on projects as the educator gives individual
attention to each member of the class. This time serves not only to guide the student in next steps
on the project but to also build and deepen the connection between teachers and students through
the giving of attention. This need to command the attention of the teacher is essential to a student
feeling they matter to that instructor.
Personal Qualities
Costa and Kallick (2000) have identified 16 attributes which promote success. This list of
attributes are the components of habits of mind. These habits, often found to overlap, are most
often used in combination with one another. Building these habits in children begins at home but
must also be promoted in a school setting. These habits include, but are not limited to,
persistence, managing impulsiveness, empathy, flexibility of thought, metacognition, valuing
accuracy, questioning, tapping into previous knowledge, communicating clearly, using all senses
to gathering information, creativity, intrigue, reasonable risk, laugh, work together, and continue
to learn (Costa & Kallick, 2000).
These habits were exemplified in the experiences of the valedictorians. Students were
exposed from early ages to books, museums, and libraries where they build knowledge and use a
variety of senses to learn. They were encouraged to be curious and to investigate their curiosities.
Parents spent time in conversations with their children, engaging them in thought about various
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topics. Additionally, through the school years, parents proved supportive and available for
academic help.
Conducting these interviews allowed valedictorians a chance to explain their thinking
throughout their K-12 experiences. Thinking about our own thinking describes metacognition.
Costa and Kallick (2000) defined metacognition as, “our ability to plan a strategy for producing
what information is needed, to be conscious of our own steps and strategies during the act of
problem solving, and to reflect on and evaluate the productiveness of our own thinking” (p. 26).
As Joanne explained, educators teach students metacognition. When students begin to think
about their own thinking, they reveal new understandings about how they learn. Students
promoted their own learning by employing metacognition, approaching learning with a growth
mindset, knowing their personal learning styles, and planning a long-term project, students used
metacognition to promote their own learning. Gaining knowledge about the way they think
enhanced their learning potential.
Growth mindset is a type of metacognition. “This growth mindset is based on the belief
that your basic qualities are things you can cultivate through your efforts, your strategies, and
help from others” (Dweck, 2016, p. 7). Joanne was first introduced to growth mindset by a
middle school teacher who described it as anyone can learn anything as long as they are willing
to put forth the effort and time learning requires. Joanne carried this advice into all her academic
areas of study as well as extra-curricular activities. She explained knowing she had the capacity
to learn gave her the freedom to do so. The valedictorians believed they could continually get
better when applying themselves through effort, perseverance, and use of resources. Gabriella
often boosted herself with encouraging self-talk, “Keep pushing through. You can do it.” These
words of encouragement gave her the resilience to push forward.
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Persisting, as referred to in Costa and Kallick’s (2000) Habits of Mind, closely relates to
the Dweck’s (2000) ideas on effort. Persistent people analyze a problem then attack it with one
of a repertoire of strategies they previously developed. If one strategy does not work, a persistent
person exchanges it for a new strategy (Costa & Kallick, 2000). This continues through to the
solution of a problem or the completion of work. Laura described an anxious feeling of
uncertainty when she felt she had not been persistent enough to include her best work. She made
a habit of persistence toward achieving her personal best before delivering the final product to
the teacher.
Teachers also encouraged persistence. Long-term projects promoted persistence while put
the student in charge of learning. Through regular check-ins, teachers promoted persistency by
encouraging students to take the next step in their work. Long term projects require a vision,
strategies, and plans to ensure movement. Meeting with teachers to develop and enact these
elements promotes persistence. When recalling his history day project, Matt described these
check-ins with teachers and community members as a helpful guidance to keep his work on track
to meet their deadlines. Students found continued perseverance through group work, gaining
energy from the enthusiasm of one another. Working in a group prompted students to work
through problems and road blocks together which may have otherwise been a barrier to
continued perseverance. Persevering through a task promotes not just getting to the end, but also
doing the job well. Costa and Kallick (2000) described this as striving for accuracy.
According to Costa and Kallick (2000), people who strive for accuracy desire,
“craftsmanship, mastery, flawlessness, and economy of energy to produce exceptional results”
(p. 28). These people take the time to look over their work for errors or areas to improve upon.
The need for accuracy tips the scales from expedience to excellence. Costa and Kallick (2000)
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described this as “nurturing a desire for exactness, fidelity and craftsmanship” (p. xvii). They
explained, people who strive for accuracy take pride in their work which reflects in the time
spent reviewing and checking their work for accuracy (Costa & Kallick, 2008). This fits with
Kevin’s need to be accurate the first time through his assignments. Kevin described how his need
to be accurate the first time forced him to take his time and work carefully. His approach and
desire for accuracy prevented him from having to rework assignments and promoted goods
grades. His accuracy allowed use of that information throughout the course of study.
Accruing accurate information provides a foundation for students to apply that
knowledge to new learning situations. Costa and Kallick (2000) included this application of prior
knowledge as one of their 16 habits of mind. In many school subjects, new information builds on
previously learned facts or skills. Therefore, recalling and using past information promotes
success in students. Costa and Kallick (2000) explained successful people,
call upon their store of knowledge and experiences as sources of data to support, theories
to explain, or processes to solve each new challenge. They are able to abstract meaning
from one experience, carry it forth, and apply it in a novel situation. (p. 30)
Valedictorians felt their early learning experiences gave them an upper hand academically
because they acquired foundational skills needed for elementary school. They entered school
ready to apply the prior learning from home to the new school environment. Kevin and Vicki
reflected on their ability to recall and build on past knowledge. These experiences not only
increased their academic skills above the expectation but gave them the confidence in their own
academic abilities. Matt explained,
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especially when it came to writing [and] when it came to analytically reading, those are
skills that I very much feel like I had going into high school and really was able to just
lean on. I think a lot of that came from my middle school experience.
Connecting information from one experience to another brings about new learning while
grounding this new learning with what students already know to be true from past experiences.
Learning from past experiences leads to an openness to continual learning, the final point
I referenced from habits of mind. Costa and Kallick (2000) explained successful people never
stop learning. They believed the best thinkers begin with humility, understanding the magnitude
of what they do not know, then seek opportunities to educate themselves on topics which most
interest them. This idea combines the attributes of humility in one’s current base of knowledge
with curiosity. This meld of attributes promotes a need to search for new information and
improved strategies.
From their earliest learning memories to their current learning scenario, each of the 15
valedictorians expressed an understanding of continuous learning throughout their lives. Matt,
Kevin, and Vicki explained how early learning influenced their thinking and built a strong
foundation of learning skills for a continued learning trajectory. Joanne explained, “When I was
able to work really hard for something at school and I was able to succeed at it, I liked the
feeling that came with that, like, the feeling of fulfillment and pride.” The pride in academic
success encouraged continuous learning for Joanne. Maria often referred to a quote from Pascal
(n.d.) “Our achievements of today are but the sum total of our thoughts of yesterday. You are
today where the thoughts of yesterday have brought you and you will be tomorrow where the
thoughts of today take you.” She indicated this quote helped her remember what she learns today
will have an effect on her tomorrow, therefore, her work for today is of the utmost importance.
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Costa and Kallick (2000) advised others to always learn from our past experiences, to be proud
of themselves, and the work they do while humble enough to continue learning. Openness to
learning comes with the understanding that a person does not know everything therefore must
continue to add new understandings to their current bank of knowledge.
Adversities
All valedictorians in this study experienced adversities whether large or small. Some
adversities categorized as large included Dennis and Abigail experiencing the death of close
friends and classmates as well as Maria learning of her undocumented status for the first time;
only reason for rejection from a highly sought-after program. Other students experienced smaller
adversities like learning time management through stressful situations. These adversities can be
viewed through the lens of Schlossberg’s (1989) Marginality and Mattering theory. Marginality
addresses these issues. Marginality can be temporary or permanent as exemplified by the
following cases.
Vicki experienced temporary marginality after several issues with bullying. She felt she
did not belong in a learning environment after prolonged admonishment by peers for her
curiosity and love of learning. She continued feeling marginalized when moving to a new school
as she carried those disparaging feelings along with her, building emotional walls of protection.
Years into her new school, she trusted someone with her secret that she really loved learning.
While in high school, Vicki found like-minded peers who also possessed a strong curiosity and a
love of learning. In this trusted space, she finally let down her guard and outwardly expressed her
true feelings about learning. She explained she finally exposed her joy in learning again after
persevering through years of feeling marginalized. Her younger sister, along with most other
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high school seniors in the 2020-2021 school year, experienced a different kind of marginality
due to the COVID-19 pandemic.
One of the many adverse effects of the pandemic was marginalization of students around
the world. During the pandemic, many schools across the world closed their buildings and
moved to distance learning via online classes. Some students continued school in synchronized
classes while others received asynchronized work to complete and return. In either case, students
experienced little contact with teachers or peers. Teachers received hundreds of emails daily and
found it difficult to keep up with the workload. Valedictorians who graduated from high school
during the pandemic include Bea, Ellie, Gloria, Lisa, Joanne, and Laura. They reported feeling
distanced from peers and teachers. Students often felt frustrated by the change in venue to online
learning with limited or non-existent class discussions and group learning projects.
Gloria and Ellie both experienced marginality during the pandemic. They chose to spend
time in reflection of how to improve their circumstances and lives. Some of the adjustments
included spending more time with family and creating online study groups. These strategies
helped them be engaged and connected to others who understood them. Students eventually
returned to school and were able to fall back into the routine connections they established prior
to distance learning categorizing the need for distance learning as temporary marginalization.
This temporary marginalization was difficult for all students; however, the permanent
marginalization must be fought over a life time as with the cases of Maria and Laura.
Maria felt very much cared for in her K-12 experiences by teachers and support staff. She
felt at home in her small urban high school where she received the attention needed to succeed. It
was not until entering medical school that she felt marginalized by her ethnic background and
socio-economic status. As the only Latina student in her class, she felt out of place with other
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medical students. In addition, Maria came from a much different socio-economic family status.
Her family immigrated to the U.S. when she was at a young age. Although her parents were well
educated in their country of origin, they could not secure jobs in their fields due to their
immigration status. Instead, Maria’s parents worked blue collar positions throughout her
childhood. This made Maria feel distant from the wealthier crowd of peers since she could not
relate to many of the privileged topics of conversation. Maria’s situation remains a problem
today and is considered permanent marginalization. Her marginalization may continue to be the
case throughout her medical school training. However, Maria engages in efforts to improving the
situation for future students. Maria informed university professionals of the issue, encouraging
them to market their program to BIPOC students. She believed more diversity in her program
and field is essential to the health of our nation.
Laura exemplifies another case of permanent marginalization. Laura experienced sexism
in high school when she found herself in classrooms full of boys while engaging in engineering
classes. She found intrigue in the subject matter; however, when one boy admonished her for
starting on the group work without his oversight, she felt the first signs marginality. Currently,
Laura studies engineering as her college degree. She continues to be marginalized due to her
gender, in a field dominated by men. Laura knew she had a choice to make, either subject herself
to sexism in her classes and career, or switch majors. She chose to be a pioneer in her field,
hoping for a future of more women in the career of engineering. On a day-to-day basis, Laura
watches for signs of sexism and stands up against them. She perseveres to educate the men
around her and make headway for future women in engineering.
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Conclusion
In this chapter, I explained three theories regarding characteristics of valedictorian’s
experiences which came together to promote academic success. These theories fail to explain all
the hardships that even valedictorian students face. Rather, they explain some of the features
necessary to promote achievement in students even aiding in perseverance through hard times.
Ladson-Billing’s (1995) Culturally Relevant Pedagogy explained students’ and teachers’
attitudes toward academics and relationships. Having many stakeholders in a child’s academic
success encourages and promotes a mindset of learning as a way of life, leading to a successful
student.
Schlossberg’s (1995) Marginality and Mattering theory explained the connections
between students and other significant people in their lives including teachers, peers, and
families. Students who feel valued as learners and are confident they possess the necessary
supports to achieve are likely to do so. These connections contain an integral part of any healthy
learning experience.
The third theory, habits of mind by Costa and Kallick (2008) point to habits shared by
successful people. These habits exemplify lifetime endeavors of successful people. They need to
be continuously sharpened and used as they shape a life of accomplishment in academics and
other life skills. Not all valedictorians exhibited all habits addressed in this study; however, each
student displayed multiple and overlapping habits which they attributed to their success. In the
next chapter, I discuss implications of the study as well as recommendations for all adults
involved in a child’s life.

148
CHAPTER 8:
SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS
This chapter contains a summary of this research, implications for parents, teachers, and
others to encourage academic success, and my recommendations for future study. In this
research, I sought to examine the factors in the experiences of valedictorians, and how those
factors manifested in the academic success of the students. The purpose of this study were twofold. First, I am a career teacher. For the past 32 years, I watched students leave my classroom
and pursue their academic endeavors only to find some of these students master the educational
system and become valedictorians while others drop out in high school. What do high-achieving
students have which makes them excel from a young age? I always wondered what causes
children to gravitate to either of the two extreme poles.
Second, the graduation rate across the U.S. falls short of where it should be. Tens of
thousands of students drop-out of school each year (Ricker, 2019). This has an extraordinary
lifetime effect, in many respects. Dropping out affects a person’s ability to make a living, to be
law abiding citizens, even life-span can be predicted by high school graduation rates (Garcia &
Weiss, 2017). Identifying traits that help students excel may impact them for a lifetime. High
school graduates have more opportunities than those who drop-out before gaining a diploma
(Garcia & Weiss, 2017). Knowing, from a student’s point of view, which factors influenced them
to excel, can not only help teachers understand how to teach students more effectively but may
also have lifelong effects on students across the country.
Scholars across the country agreed the primary goals of the educational system include
helping students to reach their full potential as well as granting students the tools needed to be
productive members of society (Hess & Meeks, 2010; National Education Association, 2006).
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To ensure schools provide the best possible education where students achieve their full potential,
it is advantageous to learn from those students who have mastered the educational system.
Identifying the most influential factors for academic success provides an opportunity to make
these elements available for all students.
With this in mind, I conducted a qualitative case study research project. I interviewed
valedictorians, the highest achieving students, to learn and understand about their educational
journey. Specifically, I took note of those experiences in which valedictorians described as
highly influential in shaping their thoughts and actions as achievers. In addition, I studied their
graduation speeches, relevant artifacts, and notes taken during the research to look for the most
important factors in the lives of these honor students.
Throughout this research, three themes emerged: Influences, personality traits, and
adversities. The theories used to analyze this data included Schlossberg’s (1989) Theory of
Marginality and Mattering, Ladson-Billing’s (1995) Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and Costa
and Kallick’s (2000) Habits of Mind. These theories created a framework for understanding and
uncovering traits which were pertinent to student success. Each of these theories related to
interactions which could be applied to parents as well as teachers. In addition, all of these
theories spoke to personal characteristics which are identified as traits of a healthy mindset. I
applied tenets from of these theories to the valedictorian interviews, as well as their graduation
speeches, notes collected and artifacts discussed. The differences in characteristics and support
between academically excellent students from other students were revealed.
As I examined the Nvivo data, three major themes emerged from the findings. Regarding
the parental support, each of the valedictorians exhibited many similarities. Most came from two
parent homes for all or most of their PK-12 education. In each case, education was held high as a
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priority in their homes. Many students revealed a history of academics taught in the home prior
to their formal school years. In addition, most interviewees explained how parents made
themselves available for academic help.
Students interviewed described many school characteristics similarly. All participants had
significant relationships with teachers in which they felt cared for and that they mattered to the
school personnel. All valedictorians described most of their teachers as great or excellent, yet
they felt challenged by those educators. When encountering a teacher characterized as subpar,
valedictorians found other ways to master the subject. Top students described large scale projects
which fueled their motivation for excellence as well as a preference for school assignments
which offered students choice in how they learned and showed mastery.
Finally, students described specific personal characteristics. Many of those characteristics
were also evident during the interviews. Overarching characteristics included a strong sense of
confidence in their academic abilities fueled by academic achievements in younger grades. In
addition, many of the participants described a “need to know” mentality and a competitive spirit.
Some felt a competitive spirit with classmates and friends while others created a competition
within themselves for increased academic gains. Either in school or in other areas of their lives,
many valedictorians surrounded themselves with other high achievers in their friend groups.
Those few unable to create that type of peer support group found friends who respected the
participant’s academic success and the time they chose to devote to their education outside of
school.
Implications of the Study
The findings of this research revealed important implications for many stakeholders in a
child’s educational upbringing. Although individual children possess unique needs and abilities,
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commonalities between the highest achievers exist with a potential positive impact on current
and future students including their trajectory toward graduation. The highest achieving students
from various demographics connected with adults in their lives who supported them. Each
valedictorian identified adults in their homes, as well as adults in their schools, who believed in
their ability to achieve, and supported their efforts in doing so. These students gained a sense of
importance believing how they did in school mattered to those around them (Schlossenberg,
1989).
The adults, both at home and in school, intentionally built up and supported students in
many ways. Valedictorians described teachers as academic leaders and excellent role models
with enthusiasm for their subject matter as well as supportive of the emotional needs of students.
Parents deliberately built academic skills, often prior to school age, as well as teaching and
promoting traits they knew to be healthy for their children.
Valedictorians believed they benefited from early education, either formal education in a
school setting or from parents at an age too young for school. Valedictorians indicated these
experiences provided academic knowledge, allowing them to begin the kindergarten year at a
higher level than most. Another resounding factor throughout the interviews included confidence
valedictorians felt as a result of early education. Both the academic knowledge and confidence
presented as significant factors in their experiences continuing throughout their educational
careers.
Most of the valedictorians believed the personal traits they possessed stemmed from early
learning prior to and including formal education years. This implies time and effort by parents
and teachers to build personal skills in young children may last throughout their academic lives.
Valedictorians identified these skills as self-confidence, effort, motivation to accept a challenge,
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curiosity, humility to learn, self-control, and time management skills. Participants in this study
believed these skills to accelerate academic progress. In addition, when students faced
adversities, these skills along with a strong mindset, helped them overcome difficulties and
continue to excel in their academic endeavors.
Although some may look at valedictorians as sailing through easy lives, these students
were not immune to the life struggles all individuals encounter. Valedictorians attributed their
daily success as well as overall academic success through larger scale life struggles to the abovementioned personal skills. Whether those issues are large or small, students needed coping skills
to work through them. The above-mentioned personal skills combined with a strong support
group of peers and adults helped students move through complicated seasons of life while
continuing to keep academic achievement a priority. Using academic excellence as a way of life,
valedictorians relied on these skills as well as the people in their lives, to get through whatever
life held.
Recommendations
Parents
Recommendations for parents that have been issued in the past, still hold true as sound
advice. This well-known advice includes: Making children aware that education is a high priority
in the home; having frequent conversations about school work, friendships, and goals; when
children are young, reading to them; as they grow and acquire reading skills, reading with them;
and engaging in conversation about everything and anything. Some examples of activities which
can bring conversation between parent and child may include: meal preparation, physical
activities like hiking or sports, researching topics of curiosity, playing games, grocery shopping
and visits to a zoo or cultural events. Conversation starters may include: Children’s likes and
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dislikes, favorite books, movies, and shows, hopes and dreams for the future. These types of
conversations build language and give children an opportunity to try out new words on trusted
adults. In addition, exposing children to many opportunities that develop personal skills in early
years will serve as a basis for using those skills in school. This may include music lessons,
sports, and having a voice in family decision making.
Parents need to give dedicated space and time for homework. Frequent conversations
about academics and future dreams or plans indicate to children that parents are interested in the
child’s academic wellbeing. Creating child-centered goals promotes effort and perseverance.
Showing an interest in a child’s education indicates the importance of learning. Modeling and
encouraging effort, perseverance, and coping skills develops these traits in young children.
Parents need to provide emotional support for children with frequent check-ins for any pitfalls
you know your child is susceptible to including anxiety, depression, stress, time management
issues, lack of perseverance, and procrastination.
In addition, I offer an extension of new opportunities for stakeholders to improve the
educational system in your community. Parents should: be genuinely curious about the world
with their child; model how to develop curiosities as well as how to act on them; and walk their
child through the process of investigating what intrigues them. Developing this culture of
curiosity in the home will allow a child to transfer those skills to other areas of their lives. When
children see their parents act on their interests, they will likely be motivated to do the same.
Additionally, parents should teach their children about a balanced life. Parents are a
child’s first and most important teacher because they have the most influence in their lives.
Modeling and talking through balanced living will promote a healthy lifestyle in children.
Further, it is important to watch for signs of stress. Children who want to do their best in school
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can easily put too much pressure on themselves, neglecting balance with stress-relieving
activities such as physical movement and other activities they enjoy.
Parents and teachers can act in similar roles by sharing stories of their personal successes
and challenges. These stories provide a platform for students to ask questions about their own
journey and to feel more connected to the adults in their lives. Both parents and teachers should
be available to talk with children about choices they make and help them strategize for future
choices including goal setting. Finally, parents and teachers should remind students on a regular
basis that they are available and able to be depended upon.
Schools
Recommendations for schools are many. At early grades, it is important to: Ensure each
student experiences plenty of successes authentically grounded in each academic area; and praise
students for achievements so those success can be recalled in the future. This is the groundwork
for building confidence in students. Teachers should remind students of past successes when
confidence runs low, prompting children to realize their ability for continued achievement.
Beginning in early elementary, but not limited to those grades, educators need to teach and
promote personal characteristics for success. These traits include, but are not be limited to, effort,
perseverance, coping skills, self-confidence, motivation to accept and see a challenge through,
curiosity, humility to learn, self-control, and time management skills. Learning these traits
promotes healthy mindsets for learning in children of all ages.
Relationships with students is paramount. Schools need to ensure every student feels
connected to at least one adult in the institution. This relationship gives students another resource
for information as well as a feeling of mattering. Creating a relationship with children includes
more than just saying hello each day. On the contrary, getting to know their personal and family
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culture promotes a feeling of authenticity in a relationship. Understanding students’ personal and
academic preferences as well as their best learning style shows children they are known and
cared for creating a bond with school personnel. This bond may be enough to keep some learners
in school through high school and beyond. Teachers may find ease in connecting with high
achievers. Place more time and effort into relationships with lower achieving students who may
need the extra help and connection. Knowing someone cares enough to give their time and
energy could make all the difference.
It is also important to teach students about metacognition. Teachers should model by
thinking out loud and verbally processing complex issues. In addition, students need to be aware
of how their minds work. Knowing how mindsets affect academics and overall wellbeing will
help students to regulate themselves and begin to take control of their learning.
Students who were invested in their personal learning style seemed to give more thought
to metacognition. Thinking about how they learned best, created another connection to school.
The option to show mastery of a topic in a style students find comfortable can promote buy-in as
well as develop peer groups with similar learning styles. Administrators should invest in learning
style inventories and initiate staff development which educates teachers on how to build multiple
learning styles into their curriculum and assessments.
Further, schools should develop a culture of learning communities. Students helping
students develops a deeper understanding for the child giving the information, while the student
learning gets to hear about the topic from a different point of view than the teacher provides. In
addition, learning communities can develop new friendships and connections among students.
When students feel connected, they are more likely to devote effort to their learning. With this
idea of students helping students, consider the highest achievers writing letters to the new

156
freshman class. Hearing from someone who has mastered the educational system may be
encouraging to those just getting started. Getting advice from valedictorians on how to “do
school” may start freshman on the right path.
Above all, it is crucial to recognize strengths in all students. Not everyone can claim they
are the best at something, but everyone can claim a strength. Calling out and drawing on those
strengths is a recipe for engagement. Engaged students are more likely to stay in school and
display academic excellence.
High school counselors need to be readily available to give guidance and help students
solve problems. Some valedictorians reported never meeting their high school counselors until
the COVID-19 pandemic. Counselors can create important relationships which help students
know they matter. Knowing they matter to others creates a feeling of connection to school. In
addition, developing those connections is important for seeing the signs of reduced mental health
issues like stress and anxiety. In an effort to reach the most students, schools should partner with
classroom educators to watch for early signs of mental health issues. In addition, these teacher
connections can help spread the word about easy techniques for reducing stress in students.
Teaching these skills early and often could reduce the onset of stress related issues in students.
School administrators and school board members need to reconsider how they determine
honor students. I have heard from students attending schools that honor only one student with the
title of valedictorians. They described an unhealthy competition between peers. However,
students who attend schools that allocate the title of valedictorian to anyone who achieves the
criteria, expressed a much different experience. For those students, learning as a community and
helping one another achieve became the norm. This productive environment created a healthy
learning atmosphere for all. The findings of this study suggest setting criteria for valedictorian
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and all other honors, allowing anyone who fulfills the criteria to be named. This system is best
rolled out district-wide for consistency among schools. Any mobility within a district would then
allow students to continue to reach a goal for honors rather than risk losing it due to their new
area of residence.
Further, students need quality teachers who devote time to create authentic relationships
with students. Teachers who show passion for their subject and challenge students academically
are more accepted by, and connected to students. These qualities in teachers promote student
academic investment.
An honor system is one avenue to promote best learning practices. School leaders should
hold regular staff development for educators to collaborate on new ways to promote community
learning. For example, valedictorians named large scale learning projects as highly motivational
experiences in which the student learning accelerated. These endeavors were valued as
significant to educational experiences, by students. If a school or district does not participate in
large scale project like National History Day (NHD) events, one option may be to consider what
this organization has accomplished for students across the country and implement projects with
similar outcomes. Valedictorians who participated in NHD overwhelming sung its praises as a
major boost to their education. I believe any well-planned, large-scale learning project would
have a similar effect.
Colleges and universities should include classes on supporting student success, cultural
awareness, and social-emotional learning in their teacher-preparation majors. Too many of
school teachers have not been trained in strategies for creating personal connections with
students or in meeting students where they are in order to continue their learning trajectory.
Cultural awareness is one way to promote that connection. Knowing students’ cultural practices
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is a start. When students feel they are understood and respected for who they are, the
groundwork is started for the positive relationship needed for academic excellence. This strong
relationship between teachers and students enables teachers to monitor students for stress and
other emotional needs. Teacher candidates need to be taught about the value of these
connections.
In addition, colleges and universities could promote career exploration for women in
fields dominated by men and visa-versa. This may include adding elective classes which
introduce each major field of study. These classes would include an intentional exploration of
interests, values and skills. Advisors could help students connect these findings to career
possibilities that would address their strengths and interests. Taking time to reflect on gender or
racial norms, a student might have subconsciously learned, could bring those hidden biases to
light to be examined and reflected upon for validity.
Changing the culture around which demographic of people are best for each field, is the
one way to reduce prejudices. The same idea holds true for cultural diversity. Promoting
diversity in all areas of study to reduce the experiences of sexism or racism in their education
and careers. The more diverse a field is, the more perspectives can be considered. New
perspectives will add more insights, creating innovations in the industry.
Communities and Nationwide Entities
Businesses can work with schools to create incentives for students to stay in school and
continue their education beyond high school. This may be in the form of scholarships for more
than just the most elite learners. Galvanize students for their effort and perseverance.
Legislators should invest in early childhood classes. Universal preschools will help
identify needs of students from the earliest ages. Inviting all children into a preschool will lay the
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groundwork for kindergarten. The experiences for many young children will be expanded, giving
them more opportunities from which to draw information and promote confidence. In addition,
early establishment of relationships with parents before students enter elementary school and all
the way through their school years, if established correctly, will promote a partnership mentality
between home and school.
Future Research
More research needs to be conducted to learn additional information about some specific
groups of learners including high achievers who reside in poverty areas and low achieving
students in a variety of settings. I found the experiences of low-income, BIPOC valedictorians
were significantly different and more challenging than their White counterparts in affluent
communities. Their stories need to be amplified in research. More research on this subsection of
valedictorians is needed to understand the specific needs of students in low-income and BIPOC
communities. Finally, I was surprised to learn 13 of the 15 participants in this research were firstborn children in their families. Studying the birth order characteristics may lead to a deeper
understanding of how valedictorians acquired the personal traits needed to be successful.
Limitations
This study contained few limitations. To begin with, only valedictorians who achieved
public recognition in some way, were included in this study. Not all schools make public record
of their valedictorians creating difficulty in location. In addition, not all schools award an honor
of valedictorian to the top-ranking student(s). Not reaching the highest achievers in every school
limits the number of interviews. This, in turn, potentially limits the expression of experiences
valued as influential in the lives of highly successful students. Additionally, participants may

160
have taken for granted and therefore may not have mentioned some of the most influential
factors in their success.
Conclusion
Valedictorians remain as diverse as the rest of the population. These students learned
healthy personal skills at an early age. Valedictorians go through the same difficulties in life as
others but their determination and devotion to their academic careers remained a priority.
There are many reasons why students fail to graduate high school in four years. This
study, by no means, suggests strategies to remove all barriers that cause students to drop out.
However, incorporating elements academically successful students found beneficial may assist
some struggling students toward more success in school.
Valedictorians felt they mattered to adults in their lives and fit into the school
environment. Early learning at home led them to feel confident that they could “do school.” This
self-assurance allowed them to explore how they preferred to learn. Beginning at home, and
continuing on through their school years, valedictorians developed personal characteristics that
helped them survive difficult times and thrive.
The findings of this research could be viewed as a bicycle (see Figure 7). Each of the
wheels, personal qualities and human influences plays a key role in supporting a student’s
academic success. These wheels each impact the other wheel and strengthen the student,
academically. For example, the human influences such as parents, peers, and teachers help to
develop personal qualities in a child. Personal qualities also affect how others interact with the
student. Both human influences and personal qualities work together to provide the essential
elements for students to progress, academically.
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Figure 6
Student Success Bicycle
Student Progress
Toward Success

Personal Qualities

Human Influences

Teaching personal skills and mindsets mentioned in this study to all students may
increase graduation rates and improve the lives of many future generations. Educating parents on
their important role in student success and improving schools to meet the many needs of the
ever-changing student populations will not be easy but is necessary for a better tomorrow.
The words of Nelson Mandela are as true today as the day he first exclaimed, “Education is the
most powerful weapon which you can use to change the world” (2003).
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Appendix B

Initial Contact of Valedictorian Graduates:
Hello, my name is Marie Olson. I am a doctoral student at the University of St. Thomas in MN. I
am contacting you because my records indicate that you graduated high school with the status of
valedictorian. Is this correct?
If you answered yes, you are invited to participate in a study I am conducting on high school
valedictorians who graduated in the past ten years. My research is in regards to common
experiences and influences in highly successful students like yourself. I am asking for up to 60
minutes of your time to sit down with me via Zoom and talk about your educational experiences
up to now.
If you are interested in participating in this study, please complete this survey. Feel free to
contact me through email @ marie.olson@stthomas.edu
Sincerely,
Marie Olson
Doctoral Student
University of St. Thomas, St. Paul, MN
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Appendix C
Follow Up Contact Outline:
Hello __________,
I recently contacted you regarding your participation in a study about your academic success as a
valedictorian.
I would love your input about your educational experiences and influences. This information will
help me determine commonalities between highly successful students. Knowing what made you
successful could potentially help other students to be successful in school as well.
I would like your input. If you are willing, please email me at marie.olson@stthomas.edu or look
me up on facebook at Valedictorian Study by Marie Olson, UST.
Thank you so much for your time and willingness to contribute.
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Appendix D

https://stthomas.az1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_9HaQWDOVyWLYX53
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Appendix E

Research Participation Key Information
Valedictorians in the Making – A Case Study of the Influential Factors Affecting Student Success
What you will be asked to do:
We ask participants to participate in an interview regarding your educational experiences.

The time commitment is about 60 minutes and the study will take place online.
.
There are no risks to this study.

Please read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to
be in the study.
You are invited to participate in a research study about the influential factors in the educational
experiences of valedictorians. The title of this study is Valedictorians in the Making – A Case
Study of the Influential Factors Affecting Student Success. You were selected as a possible
participant and are eligible to participate in the study because of your valedictorian achievement
and high school graduation within the past ten year. The following information is provided to help
you make an informed decision whether you would like to participate or not.

What will you be asked to do?
If you agree to participate in this study, I will ask you to do the following things:
•
•
•
•

You will have the opportunity to reminisce about your school memories during various
school years through an approximate 60-minute interview.
Only your voice will be recorded.
This is a one-time, one-on-one interview with no follow-up contact.
I will be selecting 12-15 participants to join me individually in an online conferencing site
during a time that suites your schedule.

What are the risks of being in the study?
The study has no known risks.
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Here is more information about why we are doing this study:
This study is being conducted by Marie Olson: primary investigator. Dr. Aura Wharton-Beck is
the advisor, University of St Thomas. This study was reviewed for risks and approved by the
Institutional Review Board at the University of St. Thomas.
The purpose of this case study is to better understand what influencing factors affected your
standing as valedictorian. Statistics on valedictorians tells part of the story. Hearing from the
students themselves will reveal more information which may uncover new insights about how
teachers, schools and districts can better prepare students.
There are no direct benefits for participating in this study.

We believe your privacy and confidentiality is important. Here is how we will
protect your personal information:
Your privacy will be protected while you participate in this study. Your name will not be used, nor
will any demographics be recorded about you. Your voice recordings will be kept in a secure
location. You are completely in control of the location, timing, and circumstances in which you
share information.
The records of this study will be kept confidential. In any reports I publish, I will not include
information that will make it possible to identify you. The types of records I will create include an
audio recording of your interview. I will transcribe that interview using a voice recorder on my
phone. After the audio recordings have been transcribed and checked for accuracy, the audio
recordings will be destroyed. I will also have a master list of students who will be interviewed until
all interviews are complete. Pending the completion of the final interview, the master list will also
be destroyed. Prior to destruction, the audio recordings and master list will be securely stored in
my home as will the transcriptions. No one other than the primary investigator, Marie Olson, will
have access to these documents.
We will keep information about you for future research regarding valedictorians. We will only use
aggregate information and will not use any identifiers in future research. There is no limit to the
length of time we will store de-identified information, but if you choose to withdraw from the
study your information will not be stored for future use.
All signed consent forms will be kept for a minimum of three years once the study is completed.
Institutional Review Board officials at the University of St. Thomas have the right to inspect all
research records for researcher compliance purposes.

This study is voluntary, and you have the right to withdraw from the research
with no penalties of any kind.
Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Your decision whether to participate or not
will not affect your current or future relations with me or the University of St. Thomas. There are
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no penalties or consequences if you choose not to participate. If you decide to participate, you are
free to withdraw at any time without penalty. Should you decide to withdraw, data collected about
you will be destroyed unless it is already de-identified or published and I can no longer delete your
data. You can withdraw by notifying me verbally or in writing. You are also free to skip any
questions I may ask.

Who you should contact if you have a question:
My name is Marie Olson. You may ask any questions you have now and at any time during or
after the research procedures. If you have questions before or after we meet, you may contact me
at (612)309-3328 or Marie.Olson@stthomas.edu. You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Aura
Wharton-Beck at arwhartonbec@stthomas.edu. Information about study participant rights is
available online at https://www.stthomas.edu/irb/policiesandprocedures/forstudyparticipants/.
You may also contact Sarah Muenster-Blakley with the University of St. Thomas Institutional
Review Board at 651-962-6035 or muen0526@stthomas.edu with any questions or concerns
(reference project number EDLD 904).

STATEMENT OF CONSENT:
I have had a conversation with the researcher about this study and have read the above information.
My questions have been answered to my satisfaction and I consent to participate in the study. I am
at least 18 years of age. I give my permission to be audio recorded.

You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
___________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Study Participant
Date

___________________________________________________________________________
Print Name of Study Participant

___________________________________________________________________________
Signature of Researcher
Date
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Appendix F

Pseudonym Year
of
birth

Race

Gender

SocioEcon.
background

Type
of
School

School
Current
Location Career

Abigail
Bea
Dennis

2000
2003
2001

White
Black
Black

female
female
male

middle
middle
middle

charter
public
private

suburb
urban
urban

Ellie
Ellen
Gabriella
Gloria
Joanne
Kevin

2002
1999
2000
2002
2003
1995

White
Black
White
White
White
White

female
female
female
female
female
male

upper
middle
middle
upper
middle
middle

private
private
public
public
public
public

suburb
urban
rural
urban
urban
suburb

Laura
Lisa
Logan

2002
2002
2000

White
Asian
White

female
female
male

middle
middle
upper

public
public
private

urban
urban
suburb

Maria

1995 Latina

female

lower

public

urban

Matt

1996

White

male

middle

public

urban

Vicki

2000

White

female

middle

public

urban

Mech.
Eng.

Jr.
Hockey
team

Software
Dev.
Conserv.
Officer

College
degree
(or
work
toward)
BA
BA
Grad.
degree
BA
BA
BA
BA
BA
BA
BA
BA
Part
time
BA
Grad.
degree
BA
BA
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Appendix G

Sample interview questions included:
1. Imagine that you are writing a book about your academic life. Divide the book into
four chapters: elementary, middle school, secondary and post-graduation. What are
the critical moments, accomplishments or sticking points which stand out within each
chapter of your journey?
2. Consider your experiences as a student. What do you think are the defining
characteristics of schools, classrooms, teachers, curriculum, or peers which made
learning more interesting or accessible to you?
3. Was there a turning point in your education that drove home your academic success?
Describe that turning point.
4. Were there significant people in your life who made your standing as valedictorian
possible? Who were they and what did they do to help you accomplish your title?
5. Describe any obstacles and how you overcame them.
6. Do you have any significant artifacts which made a difference in your journey? If so,
can you describe why and how they affected you?
7. A mindset is a “collection of thoughts and beliefs that shape your thought habits”
(Meier, n.d.). How would you describe your mindset about academic achievement?
Talk about how you developed that mindset.
8. Is there anything else you would like to share which would help me understand the
critical aspects to your journey?
9. Do you have any questions for me?
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Appendix H

Table of Positive Influences in the Lives of Valedictorians
Theme of Influence
Family Influences

Early Learning

Family Expectations

Teachers

School / Class Size

Accurate Curriculum

Choice

Learning Style
Grades

Description
Families have great impact on students. Being
a positive influence regarding academic
advancements is essential for students to buyinto the need to exert the effort school takes.
In this study, early learning is described as a
formal school setting or informal learning
through parents prior to school years. These
experiences include trips to museums, reading
together, and direct instruction for example
the use of flashcards.
The expectations set by parents sets the tone
for what students expect of themselves. This
in turn can dictate the amount of effort a
student puts into academics.
Teachers’ enthusiasm for their subject as well
as their ability to develop authentic,
meaningful relationships with students had a
great effect on students’ connection to the
teacher and zeal for the subject.
School climate and class sizes vary with each
school setting. Finding a healthy fit has a
strong effect on students’ willingness to
exercise effort and feel connected.
Some text books are written from the
perspective of European American
experiences. Students need accurate literature
to understand the truth about American
history.
Students’ confidence and interest levels were
higher when given choices regarding how
they expressed their mastery or understanding
of a concept.
A preferred method of consuming and
expressing mastery of information.
Some students were influenced by the grade
assigned to their work. These students
competed with themselves or others for high
grades.
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Personal Achievements

Projects and Programs

School Quality

Extra-Curricular Activities

Employment

Faith

Peers

Artifacts

Past personal achievements promote
confidence which fosters a willingness to put
forth effort.
Large projects like history day projects and
programs such as International Baccalaureate
program contributed to students’ confidence
and interest in achievement.
The quality of a school was identified by
students themselves, parents or outside
agencies.
Sports, clubs or drama organizations are all
considered extra-curricular activities. These
pursuits contributed to students’ success as an
outlet for stress, contributions to time
management skills, and a feeling of wellrounded lives.
Employment included working outside the
students’ homes during the summers,
weekends and/or academic year.
No matter which faith organization a student
may have ascribed to, a strong belief in God
contributed to the achievement of some
students.
Friends and/or classmates who learned
alongside students in this study.
In this study, artifacts were those items which
contributed to the accomplishment of the
student.
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Appendix I
Table of Personal Qualities
In this study, mindset refers to how a student
Mindset approaches life and learning. It includes their
attitude and broad view of learning in respect to
themselves.
When interest in a subject is low, students often
Low Interest Strategies incorporate strategies to maintain a high grade and
continue to learn.
Managing time well allows for all academic
Time Management commitments to be completed well while still
leaving time for extracurricular activities and rest
time.
Students who described themselves as Type-A
Type-A Personality personalities reported a “take charge” attitude,
competitive nature, and continued work through
project completion.
Students with anxiety push themselves to get high
Anxiety vs. Personal Best grades but are not always satisfied with their
performance. However, students who work for a
personal best put forth great effort but can be
satisfied, knowing they did their best, without
being anxious over grades.
Positive attitude has much to do with mindset.
Positive Attitude Students with a positive attitude have a happy
outlook and believe they can accomplish whatever
is asked of them.
Valedictorians often stepped into a lead position
Initiative on projects or study groups. They were often a
driving force until projects or studies were
completed well.
Curiosity often provided the drive for continued
Effort and Curiosity effort in academic and life endeavors. When
curiosity was low, valedictorians relied on their
habits effort and perseverance to accomplish high
level work.
Confidence was derived from positive past
Confidence experiences. It was the driving force continued
effort for many projects and assignments.
The Joy of Learning Joy of learning refers to a natural good feeling
from learning. Many students learned beyond
what was required of them to achieve this good
feeling.
Habits and Routines “Something you do often or regularly” (Collins
English Dictionary (n.d.)
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Appendix J
Table of Valedictorian Adversities
Theme of Challenge
Undocumented Status

Peer Suicide

Bullying

Academic Struggles

Imposter Syndrome

Sexism

Anxiety

Guilt

Poor Decisions

Description
Across the U.S. young children are enrolled in
a government program called DACA
(Deferred Action on Childhood Arrivals).
These children are able to remain in the U.S.
without citizenship (ADL, 2021). This status
can reduce opportunities for students.
When a child takes their life prematurely, it
has a dramatic effect on classmates and
friends. Feigelman and Gorman (2008)
suggest that suicide of a friend can cause
increased incidents of suicidal thoughts, and
attempts as well as depression for the first
year after lose.
Repeated harassment and power imbalance
between people (Hymel & Swearer, 2015)
resulting in the victim feeling uncomfortable
or unsafe.
Students reporting academic struggles
described not understanding or
misunderstanding of the curriculum.
An inability to believe that a person’s own
success is deserved (Oxford Languages, n.d.)
Students can derive this feeling from a variety
of reasons.
When someone casts judgement on another
person due to their sex, the judged person
feels marginalized and possibly insecure.
Some valedictorians were diagnosed with
clinical anxiety. Others expressed continued
anxiety in life but had not seen a physician
about the issue. Anxiety may cause students
to work harder in school but is not a
sustainable practice for continued success.
Guilt can be the result of a student
experiencing success while watching
someone they care about struggle due to their
success. This can be the case of high
expectations from one sibling to the next.
Valedictorians reflected on past choices. They
realize how past poor decisions affected them
and/or changed their thinking.
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Passive Teacher

Time Management

Parent Divorce

Social Issues

Pandemic

New Comers

High Mobility

Burn Out

Rejection

A passive teacher may not be effective.
Students don’t always get questions answered
which may cause negative affects on
academics.
Learning to use time wisely is a skill each
person needs to learn. This includes
scheduling time for homework and studying.
When schedules become busy, this is an
especially important skill to have and use.
When parents’ divorce, children feel
discomfort in the changes and tension at
home. This can cause academic progress to
decline.
Social issues may include conflict among
friends, bullying or anything in between.
These conflicts can result in a dip in academic
success.
The COVID-19 pandemic of 2020 had longterm and short-term effects on students’
academic endeavors as well as their social and
emotional wellbeing.
New comers are students who are new to the
United States. Often language and cultural
barriers exist.
Students who move more than once within a
school year may be considered highly mobile.
This series of moves can have a negative
effect on students’ academic and emotional
wellbeing.
Overcommitment can cause students to feel
burned out and incapable of their best work in
any of their commitments.
Rejection in this paper refers to rejection from
colleges. Some of the valedictorians applied
to Ivy League Universities where they were
not accepted or added to a wait list.

